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11::lli. TRANSPARENT TRIVIALITY OF 
SHAKESPEARE I S SHYLOCK 
ff'{ 
VAL TER LAWTON BARKER 
A THESIS SUBMITTED IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT OF THE 
REQUIREMENTS FCR THE DEGREE OF 
MA~TER Of ARTS 
IN 
ENGLISH 





This thesis is a study of William Shakespeare's char-
acterization of his famous Jew, Shylock, the antagonist of 
The Merchant of Venlae. While the bulk of the scholarly 
criticism on Shylock has reflected for the most part the col-
oring that different centuries have placed on varying at-
titudes toward the Jew, I have attempted to restore the 
historical perspective to an appreciation of this f~scinating, 
character. 
Shylock's participation in the drama is as a Jew ancjf 
a usurer, two of the most hated and ridiculed figures in the 
hi$tory of Western Civilizati0n. :As such they became stock 
conventional characters on the medieval and Elizabethan 
stages. Shakespeare's portrayal of the Jew is amazingly 
consistent with these convent.ions. With the addition of the 
sources that the dramatist made use of, they do much to 
establish Shylock as a comic butt, a character who is essen-
tially trivial and mundane. 
However, this is by no means the final summation of 
Shylock. There is still that human aspect of the Jew to be 
contended with. As do many of the dramatic characters of 
Shakespeare, Shylock has that seemingly indefinable quality 
in his characterization that makes him become everlastingly 
real. His personality is that complex. 
i i 
Finally, 1 have dealt with the most vicious of his 
attackers who cal 1 him an inhuman villain, and the more 
sympathetic critics who look upon Shylock as a tragic figure. 
These are epithets that his shallowness and ignoble values 
do not warrant. Shylock is, as 1 see it, consistently 
trivial t roughout the entire drama. 
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When the actor portraying Shylock mounted the 
stage of the Theatre for the opening performance of William 
Shakespeare's The Merchant of Venice, he carried with him 
the character of the author's creation. Te gaberdine 
that An ton i o "spat upon" established im concretely as a 
Jew. His first two 11n'es (uThree thousand ducats--well, 1' 
"For three months--well."} introduced his role int e 
drama as a usurer. That Shylock is both Jew and usurer is 
never doubted, or better yet it is an impression tat is 
never allowed to leave our minds. The words Jew and Jews - -
appear sixty-two times int e play, 1 and tha dominant 
force that money and interest exert on the several char-
acters in the unfolding of the plot is· well known. 
But beyond the creative Idea of the dramatist and 
the portrayal of Shylock as a Jew and usurer is another 
factor, and one that Shakespeare could rely upon--the 
reaction of the Elizabethan audience to the emotional 
terms Jew and usurer. As subject matter for literary and 
dramatic conventions, they both evolved from centuries of 
1This figure is drawn from Norman Nat an, nrhree • 
Notes on The Merchant of Venice," SAB, XXIII (October, 
1948), 152-173• • All but eight aremerely terms of reference. 
2 
traditional and accepted use as two of the most popular 
stock characters of the Elizabethan stag. It is this 
often neglected third element that is of paramount imper~ 
tance to any serious attempt to arrive at the arti tic and 
intellectual intention underlying akespeare•s car-
acterization of the most famous Jew int e history of the 
drama. 
Historically Shylock has been muc maligned. 1· e 
stage presentations of The Merchant of Venice indicate a 
characterization of Shylock that has changed remarkably 
over the years. In th eighteenth_ ce_~tury_ the ~remendously 
popular comedian, Doggett, l?_ortrayed t~~ __ Jew ~~road 
I 
_9.9r~.!_9_p~_rso!:!_~!j_ty~I t __ ~a~ an_ 1:1_te rP.!~ ta tion that was 
co_~istent with the tr ditional d_e_pJc_tion of_ th~Je_:W_?nd 
----· -----·- -------~ - -
usurer as ludicrsus a:!l? trivial char_~_c,t,,ers. 1 However, in ---·------- .... -- ... _ -~--- -- ~.:....·.:.-, -- - __ ,._. --- • - --- ...... 
1741 Charles Macklin presented his version of S ylock as a 
-~----------· --- --- -
mallcio,.1s, cold-blooded villain. The performance e·ste.b-
•• ---~ -•- ••--•--•-----._-k ___ __ 
lished a precedent for removing comedy from the role, and 
it paved t e way for the great nin-eteenth century trage-
dians such as Edmund Kean with his interpretation of 
Sh_y4ock as a sympathetic 1•representative of a martyred 
race." 2 The evolution of Western Civilization ad taken 
1 See J. L. Card ee(3, The_ C:on tem!?£rary Jew ip the 
Elizabethan Drama (Anst~rdam: H. J. Paris, 1925); A. B. 
_Stonex,- "The usurer in "the Elizabethan Drama, 11 PMLA, XXXI 
(1916}, 190-210; Burton Milligan, "Some Sixteenth and Sev-
ent~enth Century Satire against Money Lenders," SAS, XXII 
(January, 1947), and XXII (April, 1947), 84-91. 
2r. M. Parrott·- {ed.), .§..ha*espear~,: Twent¥-th ree E lays 
and the Sonnets (2e ed. rev.; New York:· Charles Scribner• s 
Sons, 1953), p. 212. 

traqition dating in part from pre-Christian Roman legends 
and lasting well into the eighteenth century. There is no 
sufficlent evidence to suppose that Shakespeare chose to 
suspend the usage of t e Je and usurer as a comic and 
trivial c aracter in The Merchant of Venice. Quite to the 
contrary. The theater, it must be remembered, is t e most 
statically conservative of all the art forms, changing 
seldom, and then only with the assurance that t e specific 
alteration will be well received. 
4 
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As 1 see it, the dramatist unleashed an impressive~ 
array of dramatic devices calculated to keep Shylock within 
t e bounds of the stock figures that the Elizabethan audience 
so easily recognized, to establish him immed lately and 
continuously as a comic butt. But going far beyond the 
stage conventions, Shakespeare breathed into his s·y1ock an 
individuality that sharply underscores the Jew's mundane 
greed and essential pettiness. As such h is never taken 
seriously. By S akespeare 1 s masterful use of dramatic 
irony, the audience is given the security which enables it 
to relax and enjoy the futile attempt by Shylock int e 
trial scene to take the life of his financial opponent 
Antonio. Far from being an accomplished villain, Shylock's 
attempted villainy results only in the dramatic exposure of 
his transparent triviality. That Shylock is thought to be 
capable of bloody vengeance by those on the stage and is 
looked upon as a petty and ludicrous figure by the audience 




JEW .AND USURER 
The Elizabeth~n image of the Jew was stereotyped. 
Unpleasant to be sure, it is by no means a simple one to 
reproduce; it was centuries in the making, The Jew was a 
social and religious outcast from the earliest days of 
Christianity, and the rise of the new religion was concom-
itant with athe progressive deterioration of Jewish 
rights. 111 Under the Christian Emperors, particularly 
Constantine, Theodosius Il, and Justinian, the Jew was 
driven into forced isolation from his Christian neighbor. 
To prevent him from proselytizing his religion, the Jew 
was forbidden to marry a Christian, to erect additional 
synagogues, or to hold any public office of honor. He was 
deprived of his property and banned from any participation 
in the lucrative slave truffle. The Jew was legislated 
into special areas to live, and his dead were interred in 
separate cemeteries. With the notable exception of com-
merce, Which was his only legally permissible opportunity 
of gaining a livelihood, e was effectively cut off from 
1 Jacob Marcus, The Jew in t e Medieval World 
(Cincinnati: The Union of American Hebrew Congregations, 
19 38), p. 3. 
any contact with the Christian. The enforced isolation of 
the Jew happened rapidly: "As early as t e sixth century 
the Jews were already l boring under social, economic., 
civil, and religious disabilltles."1 
There are several factors which account for the 
early Christian treatment of the Jew, all of them important 
and inseparable. The Medieval mind loo,ked upon Man and his 
destiny as controlled by the antagonistic forces of good 
and evil. The immediate presence of the Deity and the 
Devil was keenly felt; a belief that gained a large cur .. 
rency was that t'he ministry of Christ was a supreme con-
f 1 ict between the tw0 with the domination of the orld 
held in the balance. 2 The early Christian projected this 
view into the world about him, and he saw Man's existence 
in terms of good and evil, of truth and eresy, of virtue 
and sin, and of salvation and damnation. His Christian 
religion offered him a path t rough the maze of mortal 1 ife 
and promised him eternal happiness. It was crystal clear 
to im; yet the Jew rem.a ined unG:onv inced. And in the 
spreading of a political and religious civilization that 
was in essence totalitarian, the Jew was the most conspic-
uous dissenter. Nevertheless, the Christian was adamant 
in his b~lief that th-e Jew actua.lly recognized the validity 
of Christianity. Because he refused to convert he was 
1Ibid., P• 4. 
6 
2J0sua Trachtenberg, The Devi 1 and the Jews (New 
Haven:- Y.ale University Press, 1945), p. 19; Frederick Boas, 
Shaksp~re and his Pr~d~cess_@r•s (New York: Charles Scribner's 
Sons, n.d.}, P• 9. 
7 
obstinate; because he denied the truth of Christianity e 
allied himself, ipso facto, with evil, heresy, sin, and 
damnation. ln short he became quickly associated with 
Satan, the personification of evil. As the agent of Satan 
he must be collaborating with his master in the titanic 
war against Christianity.I And if this supposition needed 
any further proof, the early Christian could point to the 
anti-Jewis tradition in the New Testament, particularly 
the Gospel of John which emp.asized the Jew in the role of 
t e murderer of Christ. The analogy between the Devil and 
the Jew became co~plete. 
As co-perpetrator of evil in the werld; the Jew was 
blamed for most of the i I ls and calamities that beset 
Christian communities. He was feared as the direct cause 
of natural catastrephies--famine, flood, disease, etc. He 
was openly accused of every imaginable atrocity and out-
rage. His rituals were held to be celebrations of evil, 
and ~twas asserted that they consisted of ceremonial and 
sacrificial killing of Christians, of Host desecration, 
and even of cannibalism. The Jew was thought to burlesque 
the Christian mass,. and a very common charge was that e 
continuously blasphemed the Christian God with the vilest 
of utterances. As the most malevolent of heretics his 
damnation was assured. Because of his supposed access to 
the black magic of Satan, he was perpetually feared for 
1Indications that the Medieval Christian thought of 
good and evil fn· terms of a bitter conflict are evident in 
the tale of Lucifer ln Revelation, in miracle plays such as 
'I.he H2 rrowing of !jell, in the prophecy of the Antichrist, etc. 
his powers in the occult--sorcery, poisoning, and divina-
tion. 1 
... -
The more the Christian feared the Jew the more he 
e·nforced his insularity from the Gentlle. The in.famous 
Jew-ba~)9e, often a circular piece.of cloth to be sewn on 
8 
the wearing apparel, was a direct result of the decree of 
Pope Innocent III in 1215,.. stipula,ting that the Jew should 
be distinguished from the Christian in dress. While·,. 
Innocent was primarily concerned with preventing inter-
marriage, the effect of this branding was a· further sep-
aration between Gentile and Jew. 2 The Jew was slowly evolv-
ing in the Christian mind as a thing unclean. Sexual 
intercourse between a Christian and a Jew was punished not 
as a sin against the edicts forbidding fornication or 
adultery, tut under the laws governing bestiality. And 
rumors of a Jewish 11stench,n a curse from the Christ he had 
murdered, became popularly believed. 
Art., always the rellable mirror of the thoug ts of 
any historical age, openly reflected the role that the Jew 
was to play in Christian fears, anxieties, and prejudices. 
The early drama of Europe repeatedly depicted the Jew as a 
ranting Herod or a red-wigged Judas, despicable and vile as 
well as comic an.d ridiculous. The graphic art of Medieval 
Europe gives the clearest indictment that the Christian 
th.ought of the evil and Jew as unhely allies and even as 
1 y· Il See rachtenberg, Part , passim. 
2Marcus, pp. 40, 137 ff. 
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being one and the same. The usua 1 depiction port rayed of 
Sa tan or Meph is t ophe 1 is was dee ided ly Semitic in appearance 
--curly-haired, hook-nosed, and swarthy-complexioned. 
hen he was drawn as a naked beast he was surrounded by 
Jews with the by-then typical gaberdine and identifying 
Jew-badge. When ideous monstrosities were caricatured, 
these creatures wore the same clothing and badge. 1 
Te coming of the Protestant Revolution int e six-
teenth century brought no relief forte suffering Jew. 
Martin Luther was hopeful that the superiority of his new 
Christianity would be demonstrated byte conversion of the 
Jews to Protestantism. When they·refused to accept his 
C urch e became increasingly bitter toward them. In his 
later years he penned some of the most violently anti-
Jewish writings in Christian literature. He urged the 
destruction of their homes and synagogues, the passing of 
injunctionsagainst their practice of usury, the forbidding 
of their rabbis to teach, and the deprivation of their 
religious books and docu.ments. 2 
The Christians were especially apprehensive of the 
mysterious Jewish writings called t e Kabala, secret man-
uscripts that supposedly foreshadowed the coming of the 
Messiah. 3 In the latter centuries of the middle ages 
1see the illustrations in Trac tenberg for a rep-
resentative variety. 
2Marcus, pp. 165-169. 
3Laurie Magnus, The Jews in the Christian Era (New 
York: E. P. Dutton & Co., 1929}, pp. 267-280. ' 
Christian knowledge of the existence oft ese quasi-theo-
sop ical writings re-inforced t e accusation that the Jew 
was a sorcerer, magician, and practitioner oft e black 
arts. What was perhaps the greatest irony in the history 
of the Medieval Jew lay in his intense expectation oft e 
Messiah who would release him from Christian oppression 
While the Christians simultaneously awaited with dreadful 
expectation the coming of the horrible Antichrist. 
Christian fear of the Jew frequently took the form 
of massacres, tortures, confiscations, and banishmen~s.I 
He was expelled fr~m such countries as England, France, 
10 
and Spain. Interestingly enough, the banishments usually 
occurred in those countries whic first reached some feeling 
of national unity. While the official and apocryphal 
reasons had their basis in religious zeal, the real cause 
was almost without exception financial. His expulsion 
automatically liquidated any debts owed by Christians, and 
his confiscated properties were seized by the acquisitive 
throne. Nowhere was the ban against the Jew more effective 
than it was in Englancl, where the, expulsion lasted from 
the reign of Edward the· Confessor in 1290 to 16,56, when 
Jews were finally a.llowed to re-enter by the Cromwellian 
Parliament. 2 
As the civil and religious injunctions against the 
1Marcus, see Section l. 
2see Cardozo for a discrediting of the nineteenth 
century tee-lfolf thesis. 
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Jew were beginning to show cognizance of his designation as 
a second-class citizen, the encroachments on Jewish property 
and rights that ensued drove him into commerce as an escape 
from the limitations imposed on the earning of his live-
lihood. The· Jew was historically an agricultural person, ~s 
his festivals and olidays still attest, but e quickly 
I 
adapted to his new role in Medieval economy. However, 
during the rise of t e Christian Church usury was bitterly 
I 
combatted in its dogmatic teachings. Pope Alexander 111 
classified it as a crime in 1179, along with sorcery, 
incendiarism, homicide, sacrilege, and fornication. 1 The 
resuit was to partially remove effective competition offered 
from Christian participation in usury. The bans were never 
rlgi~ly enforced, and despite a relatively large percentage 
of Christians involved in the international finance and 
trading during the early Christian era, usury became synon-
ymous, wl th the Jew--ind icated by the common root the two 
words share. 2 While the commercial Jew was needed and tol-
erated by the Church and the nobility, the common people 
conde~ned him as an evil extortionist, althoug much of the 
hatred was avaricious jealousy. But the times were c anglng, 
' 
and moral principles were challenged by economic practices. 
In the thirteenth century the influence of both 
Chris.tianity and the Church began a gradual decline.3 
1Trachtenberg, p. 190. 2 Ibid., p. 111+• 
3Robert Hoyt, Euro_pe in the Middle Age,~ (New York: 
Harcoµrt, Brace & Co., Inc., 19S7),. p. 435. 
The .)N ole structure of Western Europe was engaged in the 
slow and painful transition from a feudal to commercial 
sodiety. ln England the local industrial crafts were 
intensively developed and outlets fortrad.e wer.e sought 
12 
abroad. There were enormous expansions in the coal, fishing, 
min,ing, and clothing industries of Medieval .England. The 
prime need was for capital, and facilities for obtaining 
a.nd' disseminating it were provided. As a result of this 
upheaval in society the traditional teachings of the Church 
on economic matters were drastically opposed. The disap-
proval eoming from dogma, Biblical !~Junctions, and the 
ancient polemics of Aristotle were ultimately discarded by 
a r~sing commercial clast in favor of rationalizations 
defending risk, overhead, and the exigencies of supply and 
demand. 1 It was an inevitable break, and one that has 
nev1r yet been breached. 
Despite the moral problem involved, thl;l' taking of 
I 
interest was formally legalieed in England by an act ap-
1 
proved in 15'36. In an attempt to curtail extortien it 
pla~ed a maximum of ten per cent en the am:ount of interest 
I 
that could be charged. Nevertheless, there was a constant 
outcry against the usurer; mest of the hatred, however, 
was directed against those who demanded exorbitant rates~-
sometimes reaching as high s fifty per cent. This is the 
1A. L. Rowse, "The New Wealth: Economic Advance," 






modern definition of the term:, but to the Medieval World, 
the taking of any profit from the lending of'money con-
stituted usury. This was an age that took its morality 
seriously, and the King of .England was net expressing an 
uncommon conviction when he said, nso is there some hor-
rible crime-s that' yee are bound in conscience neuer to for-
I 
give: such as Witch-craft., wilfull m-urther, incest (espec-
ially with in the degrees of consanguini tie) Sodomie, poi ... 
soning, and false c~ine.t,l All of these, incichmtally, 
were common accusations against the Jew. 
The reaction to the legalization of usury colored 
the! literature of sixteenth and seventeenth century England. 
Francis Bacon probably held the most modern opinion ·of 
usury in his time. He wr0te that it was a necessity to 
the 1 eeonom.y of the country: "lt is a vanity to conceive 
tha~ there would be ordinary borrowing wit.out profit . ." 
The only evi 1 that Bacon saw in usury was in 1 ts excess, 
and he proposed a further limiting of the rate of legal 
interest, te five per cent. 2 But in the main, since most 
I 
I 
people are borrowers and not lenders. t e antipathies were 
dlr~cted against all forms of usury, regardless of the in-
terest rate. Phillip Stubbes warned that although the 
civf 1 laws legalized the lending ef money for profit, the 
1James !, "Basillcon Doran,'t in The wprkes of the 
~ifosf· High ~nq Migh,tie Prin~e (London: lames~ 1616),~ p." 157 .. 
2rrancis Jaacon, ·"of Usury,u The W'erks of Francis 
Ba.cen, ed. James Spedeing (tondon: Longman & Co., H37BL 
Vol~ VI, pp. 473-476. 
usurer did not become absolved from lt-s inherent sin. 
Usurers, whether Jewish or Christian, were hypocrites. and 
14 
• sinners. He classed usury with murder, and the pr ctitioner, 
while "worse than a thief, Judas, Hel, Death., and the 
dev:il," is also 0worse than a lew, for they, tG this daye; 
wi 11 not take ~nye vsurie ;of their Brethren, according to 
the la,e of God.nl And Joseph liJ:).11, that c rtinicler of 
the ills of his country, defined usury as on~ .of the attri-
butes of the Covetous: "He lets money to the t ird gen ... 
eratlon; neither hath it sooner geing, than he sets it to 
beget more. 02 Ot er writers of the period held similar 
vie. s on the vice. Wi 111am Harrison, who wrote the 
noescription of England 1' for Holinsh.ed, "laments that the 
taking of interest on moneys has become common, and that 
the, usual rate of interest has risen to twelve percent." 
And; again Thomas Lodge, • in Alarum against Usurers, berates 
the practices of the money-lenders in .Englano.3-
The Jew and usurer e.merge from the annals of his-
tory as the two most despised and hated characters In 
England, as we 11 as on the C_:;ontinent. But there is one more 
r 
1:rrederick Furnlvall (ed.), _Phillip ~tuj;?~es 1_ Anatomy 
of the Abuses in England ( 1583}, Part· 1 (London: N. Trubner 
& Cp.; 1877~79), P~. 127~ • 
2 ;· 
_ Joseph Haq.i~ Heayen vaon -Earth and Characters of 
Vertvas and Vices, €d. Rudolf Kirk (New Brunsw~ck: Rut-gers 
University Press, 1948), p. 185. -
.. , 
1 
3c1 ted from Claflendon Press, Oxfor_~_, _ _!hakes1.2eare 1 s 
·--\';.' En.9J.and, 2 vol. (Oxford: University Press,· 1916~, Vol. 1, 
p.-3S. 
aspect to the general reaction against them to be consi-
dered. It is one of ridicule. The Jew, as an object of 
intense loathing, became also t e object of Christian 
11scorn and derision, ... a comic as well as vile crea-
ture. 01 In t.e English mystery plays there was an estab-
lis ed convention for treating Jews, especially Judas, as 
ridlculdus in speech and dresa and as usurious and miserly 
c aracters. Barabas, the villainous Jew of iliarlowe 1 s 
15 
drama, The Je of Malta, wore a grotesque nose, and Richard 
Burbage, supposedly the earliest portrayer of S ylock, wore 
the red wig tat was associated with Judas in t.e Medieval 
drama. 2 ln the drama, popular legend, c ronicle, and folk 
tale and song of Christian. Europe the Jew was repeatedly 
caricatured, burlesqued, abused, and mocked at the s·ame 
time that he was characterized as villainous and evil. 
He became the butt of all the hatred and ridicule the.t the 
Christian felt for h!m.3 This was especially true in 
England where the Jew had been absent for over three hun-
dred years._ 
Few escaped t e ban imposed byte Crown. Indeed, 
when one was discovered he was promptly dealt with. What 
Jews there may ave been in England would have been forced 
1 
1Trachtenberg, p. 13. 
2
H. H. Furness ,V __ a~r~i_o_r!'9.u .... m...._.E~d~l ~t~i-o"'"!n_o_f,..._S~h .... a  k e"!!"-s~e_a ... r_e, 
Vol. VII, The Merchant pf Venice Philadelphia; J. 8. -
Lippincott Co., 1892), p. 370: 
3stoll, pp. 272•275. 
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to. ide t eir identity to esc pe persecution and expulsion. 
There is evidence of the presence of Marannos (Portuguese 
Jews converted to Christianity), physicians with special 
I 
dispensation, and converted ebre scholars at the univer-
sit~es during the period of the expulsion. But certainly 
none of these could in any way create or affect t e popular 
image of the Jew that existed in England in the sixteent 
century. 1 On the contrary, the very absence of known Jews 
was instrumental in creating the caricature that was his· 
description. 
For the formation of such grotesque and lurid types 
as the Elizabethan stage- Jews, ome recess ion in time 
and distance--in fact their absence--is if anything a 
favourabl~ condition. 2 
The picture ef the Eliz bethan Jew wlt oms, tail, 
oafs, etc., is very similar tote image of the Japanese 
foisted upon t e American public during t e Second World 
War under somewhat comparable conditions. Although e was 
a creature to be despised for his atrocities, he was char-
acterized by squinting eyes behind thick glasses. He was 
made to appear unrealistically short, and he ad huge buck 
teeth. He was usually depicted as bearing a close resem-
blance to the monkey, a common epithet. What we detest, 
I 
we seem to naturally reduce to r id i cul ous proportions. 
The usurer was another generalized character in 
the Elizabethan age. On the stage the conventionalized 
literary type wa.s "modelled closely on mediaeval 
lcardozo, p. 22, 
17 
descriptions of Av rice." 1 As an object of scathing satire 
the details of his rogueries, person 1· characteristics, . : 
dre s, and physical appearances were cantinually burlesqued. 
He as portrayed as a dirty, ill-dressed, physically r pug-
nant, and penurious old man. tingy and shabby, he gen-
eral ly wore, a fox•-furred gown and frequently b grudged the 
barest of food, drink, and clothing to is servants.2 To 
the vice of usury was added a characterization tat em• 
phas i zed is trivial di shone sty and miserliness. Where t e 
punir3hment he merited in the earlier Elizabethan drama was 
t e branding of his face as a warning to his potential 
victims, the later drama ludicrously fated him to marry a 
courtesan or even to be cuckolded. One of hi most char-
acteristic stock features was his long cloak, one that 
established his identity immediately. ufor himself he Is 
sti 11 knowne by his fore-father.s coat, which hee meanes wl th 
his blessing, to bequ~ath to the many descents of his 
heires."3 
The usurer personified the sin of avarice, and as 
such he was always a comic c aracter, possible predecessor 
to the fool of Shakespeare. Te Medieval morality plays 
employed the personified vices as comic figuras to keep t e 
audiences in merriment.4 The influence of this is shown in 
Marlow •s Dr. Faustus, where the seven deadly sins parade 
1 St one x , p. 19 3 . 
3tta. 11, P• 186. 
2Milligan, ?P• 43-44. 
4soas, pp. 13--14. 
18 
before the protagonist as petty, humorous c aracters. 
This, then, is the part that t e audience had in 
the creation of Shakespeare's Shylock, the recognition of 
two of the more popular stock characters in Medieval and 
Elizabet an drama--the Jew and the usurer. As such they 
were despised, but more importantly, especially in· relation 
to The Merchant of Venice, they were the butts of the 
derisive laughter of the theatergoers of the day. But 
before proceeding to a study of the influence oft ese 
stock roles on Shakespeare's creation of Shylock, one 
further aspect has to be consldered--the sources that 
gave·to the dramatist the material 
Venice itself and the greater part of the actions and 
func~ion of Shylock in the drama. 
CHAPTER 11 
SHAKESPEARE'S OURCES 
All efforts to trace the sources for The Mere ant 
of Venice have generally agreed on two basic works•-ll 
Pecorone (the dunce), a collection of prose narratives by 
I 
the fourteenth century Ser Giovanni Fiorentino, and the 
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G-esta_ Romanorum, a comp! latlon of tales presumably appearing 
in England for the first time in the thirteenth century.I 
In Shakespeare's adaptation of the bond story in 11 Pec-
orone 2 little is changed although the time element is 
considerably shortened. Where the first two attempts of 
Gianetto to win the unnamed lady of Belmonte were detailed 
"' 
in the source, Shakespeare begin~ ii.his drama with Bassanio 
ref.erring to his previous futile journles and arranging 
with Ant'onio to finance the third. 
The merchants in each story, Ansaldo and Antonio, 
agree to borrow money from a Jew to aid their prodigal 
1variorum, pp. 287-331; Peter Alexander, Snakes2eare•s 
Llfe and Art (London: James Nisbet & Co., 1939), p. 111; 
Boas, p. 216; George Brandes, William Shakespeare (New York: 
The Macmillan Company, 1927), pp. 15S-159; Thomas Marc 
Far rot t, Shakes12ea~ean Comedy (New York: Oxford Un Ivers i ty 
Pr~ss, 19491, PP• 135-137; et al. 
2oeoffrey Bullough, Narrative and Dramatic Sources 
of _Shak~s2eare, Vol. 1 (New York: Columbia-University Press, 
1957), PP• 463-476. 
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young friends, Gianetto and Bassanio. Both merchants enter 
intb the bond which demands the forfeiture of a pound of 
flesh. After each youth weds his respective lady of Bel• 
I 
mont, they rush back to Venice to free the merchants from 
the bloody debt, but they both arrive too late. However, 
the capable lady of Belmont intervenes in both tales, 
usi~g the· letter of the law to trap the knife-whetting Jew. 
The source and the drama both bring the action and the em• 
phasis back to Belmont at the conclusion, complete with the 
amus,ing ring incident. 
!he fundamental changes that S akespeare made in 
the transition from narrative to drama are significant. 
The sum of the bond in 11 Pecorone, ten thousand ducats, 
is reduced to three thousand. T e e·ffect of this is to 
invite with the accompanying three months an easy compar-
ison to the plot incidents of the three caskets and the 
three suitors in Belmont. In the winning of the lady in 
ttie source, Gianet to faces a cha 1 lenge of wit: •1 "Anyone 
.~ha arrives must sleep with her, and If he possesses er he 
can take her for his wife· and become lord of the port and 
I • 1 
all tihat country. u Bassanio 1 s triumph, however, is deter-
mined by his correct choice of the lead casket. 
The characterization of Antonio undergoes a marked 
development. In the source Ansaldo ls docile and resigned 
to his fate. When Glanetto leaves for his _third voyage 
after the terms of the bond have been agreed upon, the 
only request Ansaldo makes is: "Should any misfortune 
occur, you wl 11 please come back to me, so that I may see 
you before I die, and wit that die content." 1 
But the Antonio of The Merchant of Venice becomes 
much more dynamic, albeit not as prop1etic. He scoffs at 
Bassanio 1 s foreboding anxiety with a note of optimism: 
it.come on. In this there can be no dismay;/ My s ips come 
home a month before this day" (I, iii, 176-177). And in 
the trial scene he displays as much courage and as much 
contempt for Shylock as he does stoic submission. 
Besides the addition of the characters who do not 
appear in Il Pecorone, Shakespe re also created persons 
from brief allusions. The servant girl who cautioned 
Gianetto about the drugged drink and Who ended the t le 
with the expectation of wedding .Ansaldo -was molded into 
·, .. ~:.. 
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Ne r Issa, the· patal 1 e 1 character to Portia and eventual ife 
to Gratiano. Nerissa also replaced the two servants who , 
accompanied the lady of Belmonte to Venice. 
ome adaptations and embellis .ments int e trial 
scene appear to be deliberate as well as significant. T,e 
Jew in the source faces the punishment o.f death for shed-
ding. Ansaldo 1 s blood, but Shakespeare has Portia tell 
Shylock that he stands to forfeit his lands and goods if 
he persists in taking his bond. After the abortive attempt 
22 
to ~ill Ansaldo, Fiorentino•s Jew is deprived of the prin-
cipal iand he leaves the court. Shylock, on t e other han-d, 
is ~ot dismissed by the pla,ywright until he has agreed to 
give one half of his wealth to Lorenzo and Jessica, with 
the remainder to fol low upon his death, and agrees further 
to become a convert to Christianity. The law that Perth+. 
cites c0ncern.ing the confiscation of the goods of an alien 
seeking the 1 ife of a Venetian does not app·ear in ll 
Pecorone. lt is possible that it may have been suggested 
to the oramatist by a reference in the story to the strict 
law~ of Vendce, 1 although i[ .. 1s used in the play not in 
relation to the possible success of the Jew, but to assist 
in tnf3-king Shylock's punishment both plausible and legal. 
The casket incident in The Merchant of Venice comes 
from the Gesta. Romanorum.2 The section ef the story per-
taining to the troubled travels of a princess on her way 
. to marry the son of an Rmperor was completely eliminated. 
Shakespeare took only that part wh.ich was related to the 
three vessels. The princess undergoes the choice to prove 
I 
to the Emperor that she is worthy of his son. Similarly, 
when Bassanio makes his selection, he is submitting to the 
wish of Portia• s deceased fa.ther. 
The inscriptien for the gold vessel of the source 
is, ~~hei that chese me shulle funde in me that tel 
servyde, 11 and that for the silver is, "T ei that c .ese me, 
1 
lb~d,, p .. 472. 2 Ibid., pp. 511-$14. -
.. 
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shulle fynde in me that nature and kynde desirithe." 
Shakespeare completely reverses them. In The Merchant _of 
Venice desire ls the value leading to the selection of the 
golden casket, and merit ls coupled wit the silver. The 
most obvious alteration is found in the inscription on the 
third vessel, the lead one. In the Gesta Romanorurn it 
reads, "Thei that chese me, shulle fynde in me that God 
hathe disposld." Shakespeare, evidently feeling that a 
reliance on divine intervention was not suitable as a test 
of character in his drama, chang~d to an element of risk•-
"Who chooseth me must give and hazard all he ~th" (II, 
vii,- 9:). One furth,er -~~endation to be noted is that were 
the lead vessel of the source produced "olde and precious 
stoonys," Bassanio opened his casket to find the picture ·or 
Portia. 
Another source possibility available to Shakespeare 
is one of the declamations in Alexander Silvayn 1 s The 
Orato~, 1 a collection translated from the French and printed 
in: London in 1596, the conjectured date of The Merchant of 
Venice. It presents the best argument for the Jew found 
in any of the bond story variations, has in essence some of 
the cogent disputations that Shylock utters against the 
Christians in the trial scene, and the division of its form 
pits the letter of the. 1.aw against the "quality of mercy." 
It lacks, however, much of the detail that is common to 
1see Ibid., PP• 483-486. -
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both 11 Pecorone and The Merchant of Venice . 
. - -· 
The still undiscovered play that Stephen Gosson 
refers to in 1$79 as The Jew suggests the unproved pos-
sibflity that the bond and casket tales were already com-
bined for Shakespeare before he began his drama. Gosson 
desaribes it as "representing the greedinesse of worldly 
chusers, and the bloody mindes of Usurers. 111 Another nar-
rati've source to be considered is the undated popular 
ballad, 11Gernutus, a Jew. 112 While it contains the pound of 
flesh bond and the overthrow of the usurious Jew by resort-
ing ,o the letter of the law, several essential ingredients 
t a.: t .a re found in 11 Pecorone are miss Ing. T ere is no -
woman impersonating ,a lawyer nor is there any mention of a 
Belmbnt. It is much closer to the plot in Te Orator tan 
it ls to that of 11 Pecorone. 
In his creation of the c ar.acter of Shylock, 
S akespeare ad available the established conventions sur-
roun9ing the Medieval and Elizabethan treatment of the Jew 
a~d ururer. Another important source that he could have 
resorted to is the commed·ia dell'arte, the Italian folk 
drama, Its name is an eighteenth century accolade; it was 
commonly reft:rred to in the· sixteenth century as the 
commedia all' impro.viso, a more accurately descriptive term • 
..... , L. - ' 
'the small companies that presented the rollicking comic 
skits were marked by the easy informality of their 
1variorum, p. 320. 2 Ibid., pp. 288-292. 
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productions. The actors possessed only bare outlines of 
the action, ~enarios, and as conventionalized characters 
they improvised at will to fill in the plot with gestures 
and dialogue. 
In its native country the commed ia de 11' a rte had no 
appreciable influence on the theater. However, troupes of 
actors traveled abroad extensively in the sixteenth cen-
tury and achieved great popularity in France, Spain, 
Germany, and England. 1 Italian comedy was introduced to 
England as early as 1527; 2 troupes of the commedia dell'ar-
~ were in London by _t:574, 3 and they performed before both 
Queen Elizabeth and James 1.4 
The two major appeals of the commedia de11 1 arte, 
and certainly its most distinctive and endearing contribu-
tions, were its brisk and lively acting and its highly 
conventionalized characters. Evolving over a period of 
hundreds of years, these stock figures took on an easily 
recognizable nature. They underwent a few subtle changes 
as different actors lent their personalities tote roles, 
but for the most part they were enduring and indestructible. 
In varying forms they are still known to our culture; the 
' 1M~cgowan and M~lnitz, The Living Stage (Englewood 
Cliffs~ Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1955), pp. 104..:.110. 
2 John Moore, nPantaloon as Shylock," BPL..Q, I (1949), 
P• 37. 
3walter Kerr, Nln Search of Shylock," Horizon 
(January, 1960), p. 92. 
4Macgowan, p. 110. 
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clowns were named Harlequin, Pedrolino, Pucinella (who has 
reached immortality in the c aracter oft e villain in the 
~nglish Punch and Judy shows), and Arlecchino; the young 
lovers, the innamorati, were the romantic heroines; ll 
ottore and Pantalone (Pantaloon in the English), t e two 
old men, ~ere both absu~d c~aracters and comic butts. 1 
Pantaloon has some a~azingly close resemblances to 
,:. 
Shylock. Developed from Pappus, the lecherous old miser of 
the Atellanae, he belongs exclusively to the romantic drama. 2 
His stock costume consisted of a long robe (he was later 
clot ed in the famous trousers characteristic of the Vene-
tians), a red at, and a long knife and coin purse, which 
hung from his waist. Kls character was further delineated 
by the masks worn by all t e figures in the commedia dell'ar-
t~. Invariably it included a grotesquely huge nose, a beard, 
and a moustache. 
Several of the personal traits of Pantaloon pertain 
to Shylock as well as tote conventionalized Elizabethan 
usurer. He was always portrayed as a merchant of Venice; 
his dominant theme was avarice. Old, ranting, excessively 
parsimoniGus, and continuously fretting over the welfare 
of his argosies, his major anxieties in life centered around 
his ducats and daughter {sometimes a son}, and he was as 
miserly with the first as he was possessive toward the 
1 Ibid., pp. 106-107. 
2 touis Duchartre, The Italian Comedy, trans. Wilson 
(New York: Te John Day Company, 1929), p. 17. 
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other. Pantaloon was satirized in all his domestic rela-
tions. In many of the scenarios his recalcitrant daughter, 
after pausing to gild herself with a plentiful supply of 
her father's beloved ducats, eloped with a lover that t e 
petty Pantaloon had already disapproved of. He regarded 
the male servant he kept as a gluttonous eater although e 
was always a slender and starved yout . •;Sometimes t e ser-, 
vant was discharged, but his fat er usually intervened with 
Pantaloon, offering gifts to ensure his son's re-employment. 
The servant mocked Pantaloon behind his back, and frequently 
he aided the daughter in her amorous deception by carrying 
secret messages between the young lovers. Another telling 
resemblance to The M€rchant of Venice is that the tradi-
tional tormentor and baiter of the trivial Pantaloon was a 
doctor of law who went under several names, one of which 
was Gratiano. 1 
Despite his villainous intentions against the other 
figures in the scenarios, Pantaloon was never taken ser-
iously. Generally obsequious and meek, he resorted to a 
stock trait of brandishing is knife in a wild rage when 
his vanity was piqued. With all his threats he was 
completely harmless; furthermore, no sympathy was ever 
wasted on him. 2 
That other Shakespearean characters and dramas have 
been influenced by the com.media del1 1 arte has been known for 
11.Qll., p. 181; Moore, PP• 39-41. 
2nuchartre, p. 182. 
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some time. 1 Aspects of it appear in.the Comedy of erl"ors 
(1592-93), Jbe Taming of the Shrew (1594), and Love's 
Labour's Lost ( 1.594-9 5). In The Taming. of ,c tbe Sh r~w Gemino 
") 
has been thought to be a pantaloon figure.~ The name ap-
pears in a st~tement made by Lucentino to Bianca: It • ♦ • 
that we.might beguile the old pantaloon« (Ill, 1, 37). 
And in another romantic comedy, As '(ou Like .It ( 1599-1600), 
Shakespeare gives this passage to melancholy Jaques: 
The sixth age shifts 
Into the lean and silpper'd pantaloon, 
With spectacles on nose and pouch on side, 
His youthful hose, well saved, a world too wide 
For his shrunk shank; and his big manly voice, 
Turning again toward c ildish treble, pipes 
And whistles in his sound. 
I I , v li , 1 57 - 1 6 3 
If Shakespeare had closely modeled Shylock after the 
pantaloon c·aracter of the .sommed_ia dell'arte., this ceuld 
well be the dramatist's own description of the elusive Jew 
that as defied the critics for so many years. 
The weight .of scholarly opinion conjectures that 
the popular drama, 'The Jew of Malt:a., exerted an influence on 
the writing of The Merchant of Venice.3 The probable date 
given to Christopher Marlowe• s creation is 1589 or 1.590. 
The play was an immediate success. Al though 1 ts appea 1 had 
-·------------------------------
1Alexande r, p. 88; Barber., Shakespeare's Festive 
Comedy (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1959), p. 110; 
Stoll, p. 179. 
2Moore, p. 38., 
3see John Bakeless, T_e Tragi~all Histor:y of Chris-
to 4her Marlowe, 2 vol. (Cam.bridge: Harvard University Press, 19 2L Vol. I, p. 367, and Vol. II, pp. 218 .. 221; Boas, 
p. 218; et al. 
29 
waned somewhat by 1594, the drama experienced an amazing 
revival as a direct result of the fa ous trial and hanging 
of Dr. Roderigo Lopez. By June of 1596, over two years 
after the execution of Lope~, The Jew of Malta had been 
produced thirty-six times by the enterprising P !lip 
Henslowe. 1 The play gradually faded from the boards alt ough 
there were two further attempts at resusciting lt--in 1601 
and again in 1633 when the printed copy from Which we know 
the drama was published. 
An examination of The Jew of ~alta invites an im-
- -
mediate comparison to The Merchant of Venice. Despite the 
assertion of critics that Shakespea~ was in all probability 
acquainted with a Jew in England, 2 much that is Jewish in 
Shylock is found in Barabas.3 They have several similar-
ities: each is a usurer, is avaricious and miserly, and in 
general has some recognition of himself as a Jew. They both 
have comely daughters who fall in love with Christians and 
eventually leave their fat ers. Both Jews manifest a desire 
to strike back at the Christians, and both are subsequently 
victimized by t eir own machinations. They suffer financial 
losses in common and both are induced to convert to 
Christianity. 
Several of Shakespeare's references and aetual 
1Frederlck Boas, Christopher Marlowe (Oxford: The 
Clarendon Press, 1946), P• 129. • • • 
2see Boas, Shakspere, p. 218; S. L. Lee, ttThe Orig-
inal of Shylock," The Gentleman• s_Magazine, CCXLVI (Feb-
ruary, 1880) , pp. 185-200. 
3cardozo, PP• 63, 76-77. 
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lines seem to reflect his knowledge of Marlowe's play. 
Barabas and Shylock both mention argosies in their Initial 
appearances. In the sundry'verbal parallelisms the'pos~ 
sihility of influence becomes more tenable. Barabas ·says, 
110h my girle, My gold, my f·ortune, my felic;ity; 0 and Shylock 
exclaims under a comparable circumstance, "My daughter! O 
my ducats! 0 my daughter!' However, many such resemblances 
can also apply to the older pantaloon character. But at 
least one exception to this would be the homologous remark 
that appears as a Biblical rejoinder. Barabas stops his 
Christian adversaries, who are intent upon taking his wealth, 
with, ttWhat? bring you Scripture to confirm your wrongs?n 
and Antonio c eeks Shylock's justification for usury with, 
"The devil can cite Scripture for his purpose." While the 
relatively superficial comparisons between the two Jews are 
interesting, the more obvious contrast between them obviates 
any important influence that Marlowe may have exercised 0n 
The Merchant of Venice .. The Machiavellian Barabas, who 
degenerates into a melodramatic villain, pitting Christian 
against Turk and Turk against Christian, ls not the comic 
Shylock that presents a serious but momentary threat to the 
felicity of Belmont. 1 
A play which featured an evil Jew was assured of a 
sizeable profit in 1594. The sensation caused by the Lopez 
affair created good box-offiee for Henslowe, but it is 
doubtful that Shakespeare's drama, whose date has been 
conjectured to be !596,--. could ave been prec ipi ta ted as a 
business venture to give the public a play with a Jew for 
..,_ 
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the benefit of t~ theatricai company. The antisemitism 
aroused would ave had to have lasted for two years. Never-
theless, it has been seriously suggested that Lopez was the 
model that Shakespeare had in mind when he created his 
Shylock. 1 
Dr. Roderigo Lopez, a Portuguese Christian of Jewi 
ancestry, was one of the more famous people in London 
throughout the reign of Elizabeth. Hi great popularity 
and prestige are recorded as early as 1588 in the line t at 
Marlowe used to paint the to ering impressiveness of his 
Faustus: "Doctor Lopus was never such a doctor." He had 
risen on t e strength of is own capabilities to t.e pre-
eminent position asp ysician tote Queen. His greatest 
error, however, was a ras venture into t e ·political in-
trigue of the court~ 
One of the most influential men manipulating factions 
for favor in the royal palace was Robert Devereux, Earl of 
Essex. Much of his effort to ingrati te himself with 
Elizabeth was concentrated in his singular ability to keep 
her informed of intelligence in all affairs. For Spanish 
information he approached Antonio Perez, a political refugee 
1see lee. It has also bee.n apologetjca.lly proposed 
that Philip Henslowe was the source that Shakespeare used: 
Norman Nathan, "Is Shylock Philip Henslowe? 11 ?_!fi,O_, CXCIII 
(1948), PP• 163-165. The assumption has been adequately dis-
missed by Murray Bromberg, "Shylock and Phil!p Henslowe, 11 
~&g. CXClV (1949), PP• 422-42). 
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from Spain, and later attempted to obtain the services of 
Lopez. The physician contrived, however, to make Essex ap-
pear foolish in the eyes of the Queen. The thwarted :Essex 
was not a man to cross. In February of 1594 Lopez was 
abruptly taken to the Tower.. en the twenty-eighth of the 
month he was brought to trial, and evidence, Which mare 
objective generations have come to view as dubious, was 
presented to prove that Lopez was involved in a plot of 
international magnitude to poison t e Queen. Lopez had 
made a ruinous confession to escape the crippling effects of 
the rack, and despite his persistent denia{.s of gui 1 t, e 
was summarily convicted. After a delay caused by 
-E1izaheth 1 s reluctance to sign the death warrant, the un-
fortunate Lopez was hanged, drawn, and quartered at Tybum 
in June. Essex, who had manufactured the evidence, had also 
been the presiding officer at the trial. The conviction 
and execution were f·oreggne conolusions. 1 
Nothing was made of the Jew! sh ancestry of Lop~z 
until the trial When Edward Cske, then Solicitor-General, 
berates Lopez as tta ·per ju.red murdering traitor and Jewish 
doctor, worse than Judas himself. n"2 The famous contemporary 
historian, VHlliam Camden, writing after the death of 
Elizabeth, referre-d to Lopez as 0 a Iew by Religion, n and 
is later mention of the execution points to the image that 
. 1o. B. Harrison, ?he Life and.Death of Robert 
Devereux Earl Of Essex (New York: Heriry Holt·& Co., 1937}, 
PP. So-Bl,. ' 
2Quoted from Ibid., p. 85. 
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Coke had created . 
• • • Lopez affirming thc.t he loved the Queen as- ~11 
as he loved lesus Christ: whieh com-ing from a man 
of the !swish Profession moved no small lau~hter in 
the Stande:rs .. by.l 
However., there is more than one s-erious doubt rais-ed 
about the religion Qf topez~ Francis Bacon, a close asso-
ciate arid confidant of Essex, was in a highly advantageous 
position for some rare name-calling. J.n his article on the 
incident he nowhere emphasizes that Lop~z was a Je·w.. He 
even indicates that it is merely speculative: nThis topezt 
of nation a Pertuguese, and susp~cted to be in sect secretly 
a Jew (t-hough here he conformed hisself to the rites of 
Christian religion ., .... " Bacon confined his analysis to 
the question of treason; hi$ major concern was for 11her 
Majesty• s 1 ife, already sold by avarice to malice and ambl• 
tions" 2 This is even more remarkable considering that 
Bacon, in the same article, censures Catholics severely; he 
is much more cri tioal of Kthe King of Spa.in and the Bishop 
of Romeu than he ls of Lopez. These are not preeisely 
Bacon's private thoughts. pedding is of the opinion that 
the elaborate title sug9e$ta tat the article was written 
vd.th the thought of p~blication in mind. There is an 
l -William ,Gam,den, The_ Histpr _ or_ the Most FtenQwned 
arp1 Victorious P.rip.eess El- zabeth rlh ed.~ rev~; London: 
M. r'lefher, 16tlS}, pp. 484-485. 
2Francis Bacon, 11A True R~port of the _Det~stable 
Treason, Intended by Dr. Ro4erlgo Lopez, A Phys-iclan Attending 
Up_on the Person of the Queen 1 s 'Majesty,,u James Spe~dfng (ed.), 
Th~ L,ett rs and_ the_ l.ife of Fr ncis Bacon (Vol, I, Londo.n: 
Longman & Co. , l · - l ~ pp. 27 •2 3. - ·-
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essential fairness in Bacon's coloring of the incident. 
His impartiality concerning Jews is best demonstrated by 
his 11New Atlantis,u written almost contemporaneously with 
The Merchant of Venice. Bacon desctibes the noble Joabin as 
"setting aside these Jewish _dreams, the man was a. wise man, 
and learned, and of great policy, and excellently seen in 
the laws and customs of that nation." Yet Bacon is still 
cognizant of the Jews that the Elizabethan reader may ave 
been more familiar with. nThey ate the name of Christ, 
and have a secret imbred rancour against the people amongst 
Whom they live." 1 
While the indictment against Lopez may have stirred 
up a wave of English antisemitism, it is by no means conclu-
sive evidence that he was a practicing Jew in a country· 
refusing admittance to them, or that Shakespeare knew one 
way or the other. The evidence that tee cites for support~ 
ing the relation~n!-p between Lopez and Shylock hinges essen-
tially on three points. 
The first is the nai11e of Antonio, which Lee sur-
mises is a reference to Antonio Perez. The spelling of the 
name is Spanish rather than Italian. Yet, neither the name 
nor the spelling is new to Shakespeare; if anything it is 
among his most frequently used. It appears in an earlier 
play, Two Gentlemen of Verona (1591), a~ the father of 
1Bacon, New Atlantis," The Works of.Francis .Bacon, 
6 vol., ed* Spedding (Vol. 111; Londont ton•gman & Co., • -
1876), P• 1.51. 
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Proteus. The drama is set in ltaly--Verona, Milan, and 
near Mahtua. The name also appears among the drama.tis 
personae of Much Ado about Not_hii;ig (1598), 1YJelfth Night 
(1600), and T,he Tempest (1611). It crops up again in ref .. 
erences to persons not in the action in two more dramas-• 
,The,TaminQ of the Shrew (1.594), and All*s Well that End's 
Well (1602). Furthermore, the real antagonJst in the fate 
of Lopez was Essex; not Antonio Perez, as Lee would have us 
believe. Since Perez was a Spanish noble involved in inter-
national intrigue, it is certainly not consistent with the 
Lopez affair to have Shylock desire revenge on a Venetian 
merchant. 
Lee further surmises that the allusions to the rack 
in T e Merchant of V~nice are references to the threatened 
torture of Lopez. Whether this information was available to 
the public at large is not ltnown for sure, but its use in 
the play 
Bass. Let me choose; 
For as I am, l 1 ive upon the rack. 
P_pr. Upon the rack, Bassaniot Then confess 
What treason is mingled wit~. your love. 
• • • • • • • • . • . • • • ! • • • • • • • 
Ay, but I fear you speak upon the rack, 
Where men enforced do spe~k anythin. 
111, ii, 24-27, 32-33-.l 
is artistically more in keeping with a coquetish.woman 
picking up the chance remark of a lover than it would be a 
reminder to an audience of the trial of Lopez. What better 
1William Shakespeare, The Merchant of Venice, ed. 
Brents Stirling (Baltimore: Penguin Books, 1959) • 
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llusion could the dramatist use to under core t.e frus-
trating pain that all w o have loved .ave felt until they 
knew that it was not in vain? The rack was widely resorted 
to in Elizabethan England, and there is no reason why t e 
inage should recall Lopez specifically rather than 'a score 
of other unfortunates. 
The third incriminating point that Lee mentions is 
the metaphor that Gr tiano uses wen he censures Shylock 
during the tri 1 scene. 
Ty curris spirit 
Governed a Wolf, who hanged for uman slaug ter, 
Even from the gallows did is fell soul fleet, 
And w ilst thou layest in thy un·atlowed dam; 
Infused itself int ee; forty desires 
Are wolvish~ bloody, starved, and ravenous. 
IV , i , l 3 3• 1 38 
To an audience trained int e literary and dramatic conven-
t ion of looking upon t e usurer as a predatory animal, 1 
there is no sufficient cause for them to suddenly stop, !n-
tel lectual lze t e Wolf to I2pus to a pun on Lopez at t, e 
very height of emoti,onal entanglement during the course of 
Shylock's insistence on the letter oft e 1 w, and to recall 
the incident of two years pa~t. To parap rase Barabas, Lee 
is finding infinite riches in a little thought. 
This, in essence, ls t e background in the formation 
of Shakespeare• s Shylock. He is not modeled on a historical 
1see Milligan; Stonex; Nathan ( "T ree Notes on I...£. 
Merchant of Venice," pp. 152-154}. It s been suggested 
that t e name Shylock is itself t e name of a predator--cf. 
Nathan, Ibid. T ere is the additional possibility that it 
sterns from an o Id Eng 1 i sh family nam~--Ca:rdozo, pp. 207-23~ .. 
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person· but is rather a combination of ancient conce'pts and 
conventions. The Jew bears a remarkable resemblance to 
Pantaloon of the commedia dell'arte and only the slightest 
to Barabas of Marlowe•s Jew of Malta. Butt. e major 
consideration for the c aracter of Shylock must come of 
necessity from The Merchant of Venice itself. It is wit1in 
the play that Shylock the comic butt and Shylock the trivial 
individual come to life. 
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CH.APTER Ill 
SHYLOCK AS A COMIC BUTT 
The Merchant of Venice is not a deep play; its 
major themes are obvious. lt is a romantic comedy--as 
ephemeral as the nights of Belmont, as light as the teasing 
banter that Bassanio, Gratiano, and Lorenzo undergo int e 
fifth act. As Granville-Barker so aptly cautioned, we can-
not ubedevil it with sophistries. 111 A wel l•coordinated 
drama, it flows serenely back and forth between the Venice 
of Shylock and the Belmont of Portia Juxtaposing the anxiety 
over the bond against the suspense with t e caskets. Not-
withstanding the momentary intervention of Shylock, all the 
major figures achieve What they have desired--Lorenzo and 
,Jessica are joined, Bassanio and Nerissa parallel their 
master and lady in a double marriage, and the sensationally 
reprieved .Antonio is whisked away to Belmont to hear glad 
tidings of the safe return of his errant argosies. The 
• 2 
problem of 0 double time" does not become evident until the 
drama is removed from its ntwo hours t raff ie of our stage. 11 
1ttarley- Granville-Barker, Prefaces to Shak~s 5ea~., Second Series (London: Sidgwick & Jackson, Ltd., 193 ) , 
·p: ML 
2 Ibid., PP• 69-71. 
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It is only when elements of the play or the characters 
themselves are extracted and- minutely dissected that they 
present critical and emotional problems. 
Such persenages as Bassanio, Portia~ and Jessica 
When put under the g larlng 1i gh t of re~ 1 is tic interpretation 
appear malicious and even sadistic. Bassanio becomes full 
1 
o!' J•wtndy nonsense, 11 allowing a si!,pposed frii~nd to agree to 
a bloody bond that \!Jill enable him to finance a fortune• 
hunting expedition to Belmont •. Te noble Portia ls called 
a ''callous barrister,t.J 2 torturing both Shylock and Antonio 
·"·before returning te Belmont to play devious sport with her 
husband. And Jess lea, given "the most unkindest cut of 
all, 11 is viewed as a 11Jis onest and disloyal minx, fl3 a 
flflippant 1iar 0 4 stealing from her father, disgracing him 
by eloping with a Christian., and subsequently becoming a 
convert herself. l,nevitably th0se wr o sympathise wit 
Shylock leap to find fault in alt who have contributed to 
his degr dation. But the focus of the critical attack on 
The Merchant of Venice is directed at S.. akespeare' s c a r--
acterization of the Jew. 
1sir Arthur Qui!ler ... Couch (ed.), The_ Works of Sha~· 
s eare: The Merehant of Venlce (Cambridget The Cambridg-e- -
University Press, 192 , p.- xxiv. 
2
H. B. Char 1 ton, Shakespearian Ccp,!!ledJ! (New York~ The 
Macmi 11 an Company) , p. 159. •• -
3s. A. Tannenbaum., "S~1akespeare an Anti-Semite?n 
SAB, XIX (194.4), PP• 47 ... 48~ 
L~. B. Charlton., p. 1.56. 
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With the possible exceptions of Hamlet and Falstaff, 
no other single character in the canon of Shakespeare . as 
created a more widely divergent spectrum of interpretation 
than Shylock. He has been branded as vlllainous, 1 dan-
gerous, 2 unregenerate,3 and monstreus.4 Attempts to under-
stand him ve led some critics to attribute his motivation 
in part to a psychosis,5 to determinism, 6 and to second 
childhood. 7 Shylock has evoked sym~athetic responses in 
those who view him as a "poor man .•• wronged, u8 and 
laughter in t ose who see him as a comic butt. 9 Similarly, 
1 A. C. Bradley, ShakesRearean Trage.9X. (London: Mac-
millan and Co., Ltd., 1929J, p. 21; Brander Matt ews, Shak-
spere as a Plavwrlghl (New Yorks Charles Scribner•, Sons, 
l913J, pp. 145•151; Robert Withington, ns akespeare and Race 
Pre Jud ice,• El,izabethan St~d ies ang_Other Essays in _Honor .. of 
Geor~e J: ..._Be~n-2.Jds raoulder: University of;_ Colorado Studies, 




2Thom s Marc Parrott, S akesgearean Comedy (New York: 
University Press, 1949), PP• 134.144. • 
3Atfred Harbage, As They !)keq lt (Ne York: T e Mac-
Company, 1947), P• J.2'.5. 
4Smi th, p. 21. 
5John Hannigan, nshylock and Portia, n .§_@, XIV, No. 3 
1939), pp. 169-175. 
6navid Bishop, 11Shylock 1 Humour," S:AB, XXIII (Oct-
ober, 1948), pp. 174-180~ 
7f'rank Cady, "Shylock, u SA§. Vlll (July-0::tober, 1933), 
pp. 106- 11 3. , 
8see ru~orjJ.tn, pp. 427-435; William Hazlitt, Char• 
acter~ of Shakes eare•s . ~ (London: J. N. Dent &. Sons, 
Ltd.; 1 17, PP• 20 •212; Walter Raleigh, Shakespeare {Lon-
don: Macmillan & Co., Ltd., 1918), pp. 150-l,Sl. • 
9see Cardozo; Stoll; John P lmer, Comic Characters 
.Pf ShakesReare (London: Macmillan & Co., 1949), pp:•5.3-91. 
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because of an imagined unfairness in his treatment of the 
Jew, Shakespeare has been denounced a'S a typical Elizabethan 
Jew-baiter, 1 while champions of the Bard have exonerated 
him from charges of anti•Semitism. 2 The character of Shylock 
has become so cQmplex to some critics that they have been 
unable to reconcile him with the play.3 
However, from the literary and dramatic point of 
view, the sympathy for Shylock might well be applied else-
where. Shylock, as Jew, usurer, and miser, bearded, pre-
sumably having a huge nose, and clothed in the long gab-
ardine gown, was from his first entrance on the stage a 
despised, scorned, ridiculed, and trivial figure.4 
As I see it, the dramatist employed several drama-
tic devices to ensure that Shylock maintains this characteriza-
tion throughout the drama. Shakespeare continually gives 
Shylock the most trite lines, alternately places im in the 
most incongruous situations, forces him to utter opposed 
values in the same breath, makes him the butt of ironic 
remarks, and most important, has him lay the groundwork for 
his own dramatic reversal. All of these are part and parcel 
of the comedy of situation. 
1Charlton, pp. 123-160; Tannenbaum, pp. 47-48. 
2wtthington; Nathan, "T. ree Notes on The Merchant of 
Venice, tJ pp .. 152-173. 
3Alexander, pp. 110-113; Charlton, P• lbO; Gran-
ville-Barker. pp. 67-110. , 
4see Milli an, Cardozo, and Duchartre. 
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Shylock's speeches reveal much of what is both 
Shylock the stock figure and Shylock the individual. For 
the most part they are flat and uninspiring. In his use 
of words he is consistently logical {as are all 
Shakespeare's villains), restrained, and extremely literal. 
He never offers any information that we do not already 
know. The only startling revelation he has is to announce 
his determination to collect the pound of flesh from 
.Antonio~ Never once, even in his ragings., does he go be~ 
yond the obvious. He is always trite., and he is often 
predictable. Also h!s constant resort to repetitions seems 
to point to a la~k of depth in his intelligence. His first 
four lines 
Three thousand ducats--welll 
• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 
For three months--well. . . . . . . . . • . . . . ~ . . . . . . 
/:md Antonio shall become bound-•well. 
• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 
Three thousand ducats for three menths, and 
/f!.:nton-io bound. 
I., iii, 1, 3, 6, 10 
establish'a pattern of speech that is rarely deserted. It 
is a mold of conversation that betrays the literal mind of 
a precise business man absorbing and digesting facts, stor-
ing them away for future use. Even in his most impassioned 
moments he never deserts the repetitive, literal, and fac-
tual format. After deciding on is course of action in the 
third act, he pours forth this torrent on his f-ellow money-
lender: 
Go., Tubal, fee 
me an officer; ... Go., Tubal and meet me at our 
synagogue; go, good Tubal; at our synagogue, Tubal. 
I 11, i , 1 1 0- 1 15 
1+3 
And later, when he comes to mock the now arrested Antonio, 
q •• ~ • • 
his ·,v _ rath, spills over in the sante tedious pattern •. , 
11 11 have my bond! Speak not again~t my bond! 
1 have sworn an oath that l will have by bond! 
• 111, iii, 4-5 
1' 11 have my bond. 1 will not hear thee speak. 
11 11 .have my bond, and therefore speak no more. 
12-13 
I 1 11 have no speak lng; I wt 11 have my bond. 
17 
While there can be no lingering doubt that Shylock demands 
the payment of his bond, and that he is equally insistent 
that Antonio should not say anything in opposition, he falls 
into a childish paroxysm in his ranting. The effect is 
ludicrous. 
The logical restraint demonstrated in his language 
' 
is evident everywhere. Even Shylock's rare perception of 
humor resul.ts, from a difference of interpretation on a 
common adjective. ln his intrG>ductory conversation with 
Bassanio he says, 
Antonio is a good man. 
Bassani.,2.. Have you heard any imputation to the contrary? 
Shylock. Ho no, no, no, nol My meaning in saying he is 
a good man is to have you understand that he is sufficien~ 
I, iii, 12-16 
This is not only another particularization of h!s measured 
speech, but it also betrays t e trite value that e places 
on what constitutes 1 good 1 in another human being-•money. 
It offers a trenchant comparison with Bassanio 1 s opinion of 
the Merchant (III, ii, 292-296). A variation on the extreme 
care that Shylock exercises in his selection of words and 
phrases is evidenced in the sudden insertion of 
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interjections etween two separate passages. In t e first 
e is ruminating on t e element of risk in t1e lending of 
money. 
But ships are but boards, sailors but men; 
there be land rats and water rats, water t ieves and 
land t ieves--1 mean pirates; 
I, iii, 20-22 
Te second occurs during is reproac ment of Jessica. 
Clamber not you up to the casements ten, 
Nor thrust your ead into the public street 
To gaze on Cristian fools wit varnished faces; 
But stop my house's ears--1 mean my casements; 
1 I, V, 30-33 
In both instanc s Shylock pau es only wen he realizes tat 
he has departed from the familiar liter 1 level, and in 
each illustration all he does i to explain w at is only 
too obvious, retreating from t e alien imaginative narrative 
better andled in the drama by event e minor c aracters 
sue as Sal rio and Solanio. By contrast wit the ot .er 
personages S.ylock 1 s speec. es denote a flat and trivl 1 
figure. T ere is no music in his lines, and consistent 
with t is, in is admonition to _ is daug ter: "Lock up my 
doors; and when you ear t e drum/ An.d t e vile squealing 
of the wry-necked fife, . • • 11( I I, v, 28-29) is is atti-
tude toward music. This is; t e kind of man tat Lorenzo 
ably describes in the melodic gardens of Belmont as: 
The man that hath no music in himself, 
Nor is not mov d with concord of sweet sounds, 
ls fit for treasons, strategems, and spoils; 
The motions of his spirit are dull as nlg t, 
V, i, 83-86 
By the use of preparation and dramatic irony 
0 
45 
Shakespeare takes meticulous care that our sympathies are 
against Shylock and with the young lovers, Jessica and 
Lorenzo. Despite her description of her home, "our house is 
hell," Jessica·• s only real complaint against her father• s 
place ls that it has a 0 taste of tediousness" (II, iii, 2-3}. 
And when Shylock enters to announce his intention of going 
to Bassanio•s feast, e ls the picture of the te<lious father 
viewing is daughter with the same petty possessiveness that 
he does his ducats, forbidding the young Jessica to even 
look upon the festivities of the Masque from her window. 
Besides branding himself at this stage as as allow and 
trivial kill-joy, he also discloses his inability to trust 
the young woman: '~ell, Jessica, go in. Perhaps I will 
return immediately." However, the plans for the extrav-
agant trip to Belmont have already been made. Shylock is 
placed in the comically ironic situation of shutting his 
daughter up for the night while both she and the audience 
know that this is the very evening that the elopement is to 
take place. test there still remain any s red of sympat y 
for the monopolistic Shylock, Shakespeare gives him as an 
exit speech t e most trite, the most ironic, and what is 
possibly the emptiest two lines in the play: "Fast bind, 
fast find--/ A proverb never stale in thrifty mind. 11 And 
when Lorenzo arrives moments later and adds, 11Here dwells 
my father Jew," the comic irony and ridicule are complete. 
Another comic device employed to underscore the 
trivial nature of Shylock in the exposition of his 
obviously incongruous statements. ln Launcelot•s first 
scene he tells his father, u1 am famished in his service; 
you may tell eve.ry finger 1 have with my ribs." When 
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Shylock presently enters and allud~s to Launcelot 1 s exchange 
of masters, he says to the clown, "Thou shalt not gorman-
dize/ As thou hast done with me." The incongruity of 
Shylock's opinion is continued further. When Launcelot 
leaves to take the secretive love note to Lorenzo, pauRing 
first to mock the Jew by telling Jessica to disregard what 
Shylock has said to her, Shylock comments on hi•s servant: 
The patch ls kind enough, but a huge feeder, 
Snail-slow in profit, and he sleeps by day 
More than the wildcat. Drones hive not with 
Therefore I part with im, and part with him 
To one that I would have im help to waste 
His borrowed purse. 
l I , v, · 44-4 9 
me; 
What Shylock is revealing here is his miserly treatment of 
his servant, his pride in detecting what will fail to bring 
him money, and a trivial concern with what he considers to 
be extravegance--stock attributes of both the Elizabethan 
stage miser and the pantaloon character. 
By far the finest example of Shylock's penchant for 
the incongruous statement is the familiar passage where the 
Jew first reacts to his missing Jessica and to the Jewels 
and money she has taken. Shakespeare does not give these 
lines to Shylock, but deliberately has Salanio quote them 
to Salerio. 1 The effect of this not only prepares us for 
1 Stoll, p. 312. 
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the evident iteration when Shylock shortly repeats the same 
thoughts to his crony, Tubal (III, i, 74-83), but ensures 
that we take his sentiments without the least bit of mis-
understanding: 
I never heard a passion so confused, 
So strange, outrageous, and so variable 
As the dog Jew did utter in the streets: 
'My daug terl O my ducats\ 0 my daug terl 
Fled wit a Christian\ 0 my Christian ducats! 
Justicet the lawl my ducats and my daug tert 
A sealed bag, two sealed bags of ducats, 
Of double ducats, stol'n from me by my daughter\ 
And Jewels--two stones, two rich and precious stones, 
Stol 1 n by my daughter\ Justice\ Find t e girl\ 
She ath the stones upon her, and t e ducats\' 
II, viii, 12-22 
Salerio was never more correct when he called sue state-
ments ttconfused, strange, outrageous, and variable." Hav-
ing a character mouth what is relatively unimportant (his 
ducats and Jewels) and what is essentially of great impor-
tance (his daughter} in the same breath is a comic device 
intended to evoke only the most derisive of laughter. The 
term ducat, as a monetary unit, is far more strange to our 
twentieth century ears than it would be to the Elizabethan. 
What would emp asize the humor of this passage and at the 
same time be consistent with t e thought that Shakespeare 
was communicating would be to substitute the phrase "doll-
ars" for ducats. To hear someones out out in a tone con-
noting a deeply felt loss, nMy daughter\ O my dollar bills\ 
O my daughter\ Fled with a Christian\ 0 my Christian 
dollar bills\ 0 would indeed denote a "confused and variable 11 
man, certainly bringing us to wonderment as much as to 
laughter. The lines not only betray Shylock's mundane 
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triviality, but are also in keeping with his established 
pattern of literal and repetitive speech and his by now to 
be expected ranting--again additional comic devices. This 
ducat-daughter theme, moreover, is used in the exposition 
of Pantaloon to po_int out his avaricious nature. ln a .. 
later Shakespearean drama, Othel_lo, Iago, when he desires to 
both awaken and ridicule lhe possessive father of another 
girl who has eloped, uses this interesting variation: 
"Awake l what, ho, Brabant i o\ thieves l thieves\/ Look to 
your house, yo'tlr daughter, and your bags\" (I, i, 79-80). 
Shylock's scene wit Tubal is still anQther dem-
onstration of a comic contrivance, that of alteration. 1 
After moaning of the loss of daug ter, ducats, and precious 
stones, and how much e has spent in an effort to recover 
the thief, the scene continues with: 
Tubal. Yes, other men have ill luck too. Antonio, as I 
heard in Genoa--
Shylock. What, what, what? 111 luck, ill luck? 
Tubal. Hath an argosy cast away coming from Tripolis. 
§hvlock. I thank God, I thank Godt ls it true? is It true? 
Tubal. I spoke with some of the sailors that escaped the 
wrack. 
Shylock. I thank thee, good Tubal. Good news, good 
newst Ha hat Heard in Genoa? 
III, I, 87-95 
Shylock is lifted from the despair he feels at his own 
financial loss and soars into repetitive ecstasy at the 
1 Stoll, PP• 311, 312. 
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news of Antonio's misfortune. Here is the needed salve to 
caol his grief; his ancient enemy has also been stung. But 
no sooner does this give relief to Shylock than he plunges 
down to the depths of financial anguish with the next remark 
of Tubal: 
Your daughter spent in Genoa, as l heard, one night 
fourscore ducats. 
Shyl,sck. Thou stick' st a dagger in me. 1 shall never see 
my gold again. Fourscore ducats at a sitting, fourscore 
/ducats! • 
96-99 
and immediately back to his exalted and repetitive gloating. 
Tubal. There came divers of Antonio's creditors in my 
company to Venice that swear he cannot choose but break. 
Shylock. I am very glad of it. 
torture him. I am glad of it. 
and down once more--
I 1 11 p 1 ague h i m; 11 11 
100-104 
Tubal. One of them showed me a ring that he had of your 
daughter fQr a monkey. 
Shylocl!. Out upon herl Thou torturest me, Tubal. It was 
my turquoise; I had it of Leah when I was a bachelor. l 
would not have given It for a wilderness of monkeys. 
105-108 
and up to stay--
Tubal. But Antonio is certainly undone. 
Shylock. Nay, that's true, that's very true. 
109-110 
' 
This is the comic Shylock at his best., ranting and fuming in 
the rapid alterations between the petty affections and baser 
passions of avaricious grief and sadistic pleasure. His 
lines and emotions are entirely consistent with his role as a 
usurer, miser, and pantaloon character. All his thoughts, 
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both the grief and the glee, inge on the monetary. As yet 
there is very little here that is concerned with Shylock as 
a Jew. 
Critics have long pointed to S ylock 1 s reference to 
Leah in this scene as an indication of the supreme betrayal 
of Jessica, who lightly discards a sentimental token from 
his much beloved wife. 1 Nothing could be further estranged 
from the money-lending vatµes of Shylock. Besides implying 
a monetary estimation of the ring's worth (one that sharply 
contrasts with the attitude that Portia displays toward a 
ring in the fifth act}, the name Leah is sandwiched between 
two allusions to monkeys, an earthy symbol of sexual pro-
miscuity tote Elizabethan and one that could be assured 
of roaring laughter from lords and 11groundlings 1' alike. 
Moreover, one of the many attributes of the pantaloon char-
acter has to do with his sexual convention. He is con-
stantly ridiculed as an inept lover, and any passion that he 
may feel for a woman is scarcely ever more than lust. 2 
Although that Leah is the wife of Shylock is apparently 
assumed from the line itself, I have been unable to uncover 
any evidence to establish this as a fact. Since Shylock 
mentions her in connection with his bachelor days, she 
could even conceiveably be a courtesan. None of the more 
familiar sources have anything to offer on this point, and 
1see Hazlitt; Variorum, pp. 132, 427-435. 
2Duchartre, p. 182. 
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the commedia de11 1 arte provides the only conventions for 
the amours of a miser and avaricious character. However, 
in the later Elizabethan dramas that dealt with the over-
reaching usurer, part of the poetic justice of his eventual 
punishment was to be made a cuckold by his wife or to be 
forced into an unwanted marriage with a courtesan. 1 
The final comic device employed to make Shylock 
appear so ridiculous and trivial is the grand reversal in 
the trial scene. Using his insistence on having Justice 
awarded as a pretext to cover his murder of Antonio, Shylock 
is granted a poetic Justice that is magnanimously softened 
in his defeat. lnsisting on the righteousness of his claim, 
melodramatically whetting his long knife on the sole of his 
shoe, and approaching the helpless merchant with both scales 
and knife, he is trapped in the snare of his own making. 
The overreacher has overreached himself. Much of the con-
troversy that exists over the character of Shylock hinges 
to a great extent on this scene, and it is one to which I 
shall soon return. But first the individuality of Shylock, 
that aspect of his character which ls found nowhere else 
but in The Merchant of Venice, must be considered. 
1 See Stonex, pp. 202, 204. 
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CHAPTER IV 
THE INDIVIDUALITY OF SHYLOCK 
M.uch of the character of Shylock is already delin-
eated by the stock dramatic conventions of Jew, usurer, 
miser, and pantaloon. He acts as he does simply because of 
What he is. His villainy Is inherent in the Elizabethan 
concept of the evil Jew, his parsimonious treatment of his 
daughter, money, and servant serves to spotlight is mis-
erliness, his charging of interest and his predatory nature 
immediately brand him as a usurer, and all three are welded 
together with the pantaloon convention in establishing him 
as both a ridiculously trivial character and as one who is 
largely inept. Yet our knowledge of these conventions is 
inadequate in any attempt that seeks to 11fixu the character 
of Shylock. Par!__of him always mana es to es~_g__~.r..im.ati-1.y 
because part o_f_h.i js not found in the s t0ck convent ions. 
••-•-• -- •-••-----•--•,•OAW ____ , ___ ~ -~ ---- ___ ,, ___ _ 
_ What we cannot deny about Shylock is the awareness of a 
---------· - - .w .. - .,. ... _ ------~---··· --- ---~--··-
humanity in h im.".'"_-_an  sp~-9~ of__l1.i ~-.nature-~ that t ran~cend s __ !_~_e 
-i-----·----- • . 
two-dimensional. An_g __ ..!J is in_ .. this, his representation of_ ~----~ ___ .............. __ - -  =· -~=~ ....... --•··-~-~,.,....--.,,_,.--------. .. -- ~ 
a human being, _that w~_~_eek t.,Q_Jerr.~-J1lm Q.YJ. ..
- ~. -=--···· 
~~~ 
In the unfolding of the drama Shylock stands essen-
tially alone. His only communication with the C ristians 
of Venice is through the commercial enterprises of the 
53 
Rialto. What friendship he has with Tubal and Chus is 
entirely negligible. Shakespeare has been extremely 6 
meticulous in keeping us constantly aware that Shylock and 
Jessica are drastically different frnm each other, despite 
his unwillingness to ·1et us forget that they are both Jews. 
Launcelot, introduced to the drama in a teasing 
exchange with his father, continually refers to them as 
Jews. He describes Shylock as nthe very devil incarnation" 
and nmy master's a very Jew, u invoking thoughts of the 
dreaded and ridiculous Medieval image. The servant, al-
though pleased to be rid of Shylock and in the service· of 
Bassanio, displays genuine emotion in his farewell to 
Jessica: 
Adieu! Tears exhibit my tongue. Most beautiful 
pagan, most sweet Jewt if a ··christian did not play t e 
knave and get thee, I am much deceived. But adieu\ 
These foolish drops do something drown my manly 
splr it. Ad ieut 
II, iii, 10-14 
Lorenzo, soon to elope wit t e young girl, says: 
If e'er the Jew her father come to heaven, 
It will be for his gentle daug terts sake; 
And never dare misfortune cross er foot, 
Unless she do it under tis excuse, 
That she is issue to a faithless Jew. 
11, iv, 33-37 
The basic distinction between Shylock the Jewish fat1er and 
Jessica the Jewish daughter is mirrored in the treatment of 
Launcelot by both. In contrast to Shylock's native stin-
giness Jessica freely gives im a ducat (II, iii, 4; t e 
action is paralleled by Bassanio, 11, iv, 19). Their sep-
aration as human beings ls instantly summed up in Jessica's 
only soliloquy in the play. 
Alack, what heinous sin is it in me 
To be ashamed to be my father's child. 
But though I am a daughter to ,is blood, 
I am not to his manners. 
I I , i i i , 16-19 
Launcelot, even afte.r the flight to Belmont, cannot forget 
that the Jessica he is so fond of is related to Shylock, 
and speaks of him in the most uncomplimentary terms: 
~ ~ . be o1 good 
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cheer, for truly I think you are damned. There is but one 
hope in it that can do you any good, and that is but a 
kind of bastard hope neither. 
Jessica. And what hope is tat, I pray thee? 
tauncelot. Marry, you may partly hope that your father 
got you not--t at you are not t e Jew 1 s daughter. 
Jessica. That were a kind of bastard ope indeedt So t.e 
sins of my mother should be visited upon me. 
Launce. I 01. Truly, then, I fear you a re damned bot by 
father and mother .... 
111, v, 4-14 
But as Jessiea has both demonstrated and mentioned, their 
common Jewishness is transcended by a difference of "man-
ners." And it is in this variance as a human being that 
Shylock's character can be isolated. 
At the heart of the nature of any literary or 
dramatic figure is the motivation that springs him into 
action, the predominant traits or attributes that do much 
to delineate this character as well as to describe his 
function within the boundaries of the creative work. Our 
knowledge of Shylock's actions tells us noting. As in 
real life, an appraisal of a man based only on action is 
but a stereotype. It is motivation that creates the 
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individuality of everybody. Appearing to be a relatively 
static character in the early stages of The Merchant of 
Venice,, being buffeted by t e proceedings about him at t e 
time of Jessica's elopement, Shylock seemingly c anges 
into a dynamic villain, forcing the focus of the dramatic 
conflict in is attack on the life of Antonio. The sub-
sequent exposition of Shylock's character revolves around 
this intended murder, and it is certainly what earns for 
him the punishment in the fourth act. 
Shylock's design of avenging himself ad been in 
his mind for some time. He had earlier said, "If I can 
catch him once upon the hip,/ I will feed fat the ancient 
grudge I bear him." His remark proves prophetic as well as 
malignant While the plot develops, and if he temporarily 
forgoes his aspiration while he rages in parsimonious 
anguish (III, i, 38-44), Jessica emphatically reasserts 
that this has been a long cherished ambition of er 
father's, one that definitely precedes t e time of her 
elopement with Lorenzo: 
Wen I was with him, I have heard him swear 
To Tubal and to C us, his countrymen, 
That e would rat er have Antonio's flesh 
Than twenty times the value of the sum 
That he did owe him; 
111, i il, 248-288 
From the beginning of the play the friction between 
Shylock and Antonio seems to stem from a religious and 
racial bias, or so Shylock would ave us believe. He ac-
cuses the merchant of anti-Semitism, and later cites the 
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Christian persecution of the Jews to Salerio (III, i, 46-65) 
as the reason for his revenge. Nevertheless, there is very 
little in Shylock that is Jewish. rrNever in: the play does 
he prove either by good deeds, charity, mercy, or penitence 
that he is truly religious." 1 His hypocrisy toward his 
religion is indicated in the incongruity between his speech 
and action. When Bassanio invites hi~ to his feast, 
Shylock refuses in no uncertain terms: 
Yes, to smell pork, to eat of the habitation which 
your prophet the Nazarite conjured _the devil intot I will 
buy with you, sell with you, talM with you, walk with 
you, and so following; .but 1 will not eat with you, drink 
with you, nqr pray with you. 
I, iii, 30- 34. 
Yet, later, despite misgivings, he decides to go to the 
feast. Shylock is not only violating the separation of Jew 
and Gentile that he himself advocates, but if pork is ac-
tually being served at Bassanio 1 s repast, he is disregarding 
one of the strictest of the Jewish injunctions concerning 
food. Shortly after Shylock commissions Tubal, his fellow 
money-lender, to see to Antonio's arrest; he arranges to 
meet him, of all places, at the synagogue--a subtle reminder 
to the audience that it was the irreligious money-lenders 
that Christ had driven from the temple. Furthermore, in the 
trial scene Shylock swears a religious oath that he will 
"have his bond" (IV, 1, 36-37; 226-228). Yet the trivial Jew 
quickly rescinds it wheij he becomes aware that his wealth 
may be forfeited by his revenge. This is the extent of 
1Nathan, 11Shylock, Jacob, and God's Judgment," SO, I 
(October, 1950), 255-259. 
/ 
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Shylock's religious observances, practices that constantly 
stamp him as a gross hypocrite. If religion is the reflec-
tion of inner convictions, then the Jewish religion that 
Shylock expresses is in relation to his shallow, unworthy 
and trivial use of it. 
What Shylock hates about Antonio is much simpler 
than any racial or religious prejudice. The malice he 
feels is an emotion muc more personal and undeniably human 1 
amounting to noting more tan a professional Jealousy in 
his vocation as a money-lender. ~n S ylock 1 s first state-
ment after the appearance of Antonio to negotiate for the 
bond, he gives this revealing information in his only aside 
in the play: 
l hate him for he is a C~ristian; 
But more, for that in low simplicity 
He lends out money gratis and brings down· 
The rate of usance here with us in Venice. 
I, iii, 38-41 /3,t) 5,-..,.~~-:.. 
/ Shylock discloses his own ethnic prejedice toward Antonio~ 
yet even at this early phase of the conflict the question 
of Shylock's religious antipathy is secondary to a more 
consistent concern with money. Nevertheless, he continues 
to assert that Antonio's reaction to him is a reflection ,. 
toward both values: 
He hates our sacred nation, and he rails, 
Even there where merchants most do congregate, 
On me, my bargi:iJns~ and my well--won Uirift, 
Whic he calls interest. Cursed be my· tribe 
If I forgive him. 
1, iii,, 44-48 
What lies at the nucleus of the antagonism is 
/ 
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basically an opposing view on the use of money. Antonio is 
quick to l; ''.,claim that the taking of interest is against 
his principles, borrowing on t ls occasion merely to help 
his dearest friend, Bassanio. Shylock, however, launc es 
into an immediate narration of the Old Testament story of 
Jacob and Laban: 
When Laban and himself were compromised 
That all the eanllngs which were streaked and pied 
Should fall as Jacob's hire, the ewes being rank 
In end of autumn turned to the rams; 
And when the work of generation was 
Between the woolly breeders in the act, 
The skillful shepherd peeled me certain wands, 
And in the doing of the deed of kind 
He struck them up before the fulsome ewes, 
Who then conceiving, did in eaning time 
Fall part-colored lambs, and those were Jacob's. 
This was a way to thrive, and he was blest; 
And thrift is blessing if men steal it not. 
1, iii, 74-86 
In this passage, which Shakespeare has taken from Genesis 
(30:25-43), Shylock is divulging much of his character. 
As the perceptive Antonio quickly points out, Jacob was 
ridiculously futile in his attempt to influence the genetic 
coloring of the seep, an event he had no control over. 
Moreover, regardless of his intention, Jacob is performing 
what is fundamentally a dishonest deed, and one that wins 
the approval of Shylock. But what the Jew is most guilty 
of here is that he is demonstrating his paltry religious 
hypocrisy by citing the Bible as a Justification of his 
usury. Antonio asks, "Was this inserted to make interest 
good?" and lest any feel that Shylock has still made a 
telling blow, he condemns the Jew with this scathing 
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remark: "The devil can cite Scripture for is purpose." 
The passage also refers to the well-known and common ar-
gument against usury, that of money being used for unna-
tural breeding--denounced by the dictates of Aristotle and 
the rulings of the Church in numerous bulls and edicts. 
With each point that Shylock makes he is intensifying an 
image of a man petty, mundane, and essentially trivial. 
The differences between the merchant and the Jew 
are exposited further. Once again Shylock fuses together 
I 
Antonio's treatment of him with the merchant's genuine 
dislike of all who lend out money for the making of profit: 
Signior Antonio, many a time and oft 
In the Rialto you have rated me 
About my moneys and my usances~ 
Still have 1 borne it with a patient shrug, 
For suff'rance is the badge of all our tribe. 
You call me misbeliever, cutthroat dog, 
And spit upon my Jewish gaberdine, 
And all for use of that which is mine own. 
I, i ii , 102-109 
Shylock exhibits a strong belief that all his suffering is 
caused by no other factor than that he is a Jew. But 
Antonio is absolutely correct when he calls Shylock a 0 mis-
believer. 11 It is not Shylock's non-acceptance of Christ 
that earns for him this epithet, but• his basic sense of 
values--his god ls Mammon. 
That an ignoble love of money is Shylock's major 
perspective and that professional Jealousy is the cause of 
his antipathy toward Antonio ls made exceedingly clear by 
the playwright t roughout the drama. The Jew's whole re-
lationship with his servant and daughter discloses his 
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hatred of extravagance and his possessive nature. The loss 
of Jessica is incidental tote loss of the wealth she has 
taken with her. Juxtaposed against this is the attitude 
that others in the dramatis personae display toward money. 
Antonio is willing to forfeit is life that his friend 
might finance his Journey to Belmont. Portia, hearing of 
Antonio's plight and the sum of the bond, says: 
What, no more? 
Pay him six thousand, and deface the bond. 
Double six thousand and then treble that, 
Before a friend of this description 
Shall lose a hair through Bassanio•s fault. 
Ill, ii, 298-302 
And even the money that Jessica has escaped with is really 
no more than her due-wa dowry that all respectable women of 
the age brought to (heir husbands at the time· of their 
marriage. 
There are at least three different passages that 
disclose Shylock's real motivation for ridding both Venice 
and himself of the Christian m~rchant. In the scene with 
Tubal, the location of is most impassioned series of ut-
terances in the play, Shylock, at the height of ,is wounded 
vanity, blurts out, ir1 will have the heart of him if he 
forfeit, for were he out of Venice l can make what mer-
e andise I will" (III, i, 111-113}. Later, when he en-
counters the arrested Antonio, he divulges that his hatred 
of him is because of the financial losses he has sustained: 
"Jailer, look to him, Tell not me of mercy./ This is the 
f o o 1 that 1 en t out money gratis • 11 ( I I I , i ii , 1-2) . And in 
the same scene Antonio, whose running battle with Shylock 
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over the use of money has been going on for some time, and 
who is beginning to feel the wrath of the enraged Jew, 
pl&ces further emphasis on and credence in Shylock's mun-
dane financial jealousy by agreeing with the .charge. 
He seeks my life. His reason well l know: 
I oft delivered from his forfeitures 
Many that have at times made moan to me. 
Therefore he hates me. 
11 I, iii, 21•24 
This is the substance of Shylock's villainy, and 
when he approaches the resigned Antonio it is not as an 
evil Jew desiring pagan retaliation, but as the thwarted 
and hopeful usurer seeking to rid himself of an impediment 
to the making of money throug interest. In comparison to 
the sacrificial debt that Antonio has willingly submitted 
to because of his love for Bassanio, this is the most 
trivial of reasons. And around this motivation S ylock has 
placed a camouflage of diverting explanations. When e 
hears the rumour of Antonio's losses at sea, he tells 
Salerio: 
There 1 have another bad matcht A bankrout /bankrupt/ 
prodigal, Who dare scarce show his head on the Rialto, 
a beggar that was used to come so smug upon the martl 
Let him look to his bond. He was wont to call me usurer. 
Let him look to his bond. He was wont to lend money 
for a Christian cursy. Let him look to his bond. 
II 1, i , 38 ... 44 
At this point $hylock slowly perceives that e as Antonio 
"on the hip,» the circumstance he had long coveted. Stung 
by the loss of his ducats and jewels, he discloses his 
contempt for one Who, like Jessica, had interfered wit his 
wealth, one who had embarrassed him by mocking his great 
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concern for money. Shylock can take n-0 greater satisfaction 
for his monetary losses than to rid himself of the very 
obstacle that keeps him from making more. Salerlo inno-
cently asks Shylock what good Antoniots flesh would be and 
Shylock replies with: 
To bait fish withal., If it will feed nothing else, it 
will feed my revenge. He h•th disgraced me and hind 1 red 
me half a million, laughed at my losses, mocked at my 
gains- • • . . 
Ill, i, 46-49 
But continuing in his established vein of equating 
Antonio's financial censure with a feeling of raaial per-
secution, Shylock perseveres with: 
scorned my nation, thwarted my bargains, cooled my 
friends, heated mine enemies-•and what's his reasonJ 
I am a· Jew. Hath not a Jew eyes? Hath not a Jew hands, 
organs, dimensions, senses, affections, passions?-~fed 
with the same food, hurt by the same means, subject 
to the same diseases, healed byte same means, warmed 
and cooled by the same winter and summer as a Chris-
tian is? If you prick us<do we not bleed? If you tickle 
us, do we not laugh f you poison us, do we not die? 
And if you wrong u , s al 1 we not revenge? If we are 1 ike 
you in the rest, we will resemble you in that. l.._e........u::.~ 
wron ___a-Ch..r..is-Uan, __ wh~t is his humilJty? ~evenge. If a 
Christian wrong a Jew, what' should his sufferance be by 
Christian example? Why revengel The villainy you teach me 
I will execute, and 1t shall go hard but I will better 
the instruction. 
111, i, 49-64 
What is important to bear in mind about this passage 
is that it begins with a determined decision for vengeance 
and it concludes with a firm declaration that the reve.nge 
will be perpetrated. And the famous plea, nHath not a Jew 
eyes? etc.," seemingly a placing of mutual blame in the 
centuries-long antipathy between Jew and Gentile, is 
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nothing more than a rationalization for an act that has 
already been emotionally resolved. Shylock, very subtly, 
has shifted from a personal injury to a group description 
in the explanation of his decision. Granted that Shylock 
is empirically correct when he sketc es the physical resem-
blances between the races, the conflict he has with Antonio 
has absolutely nothing to do with this. Moreover, the very 
picture of Shylock in his conventional dress at the time 
that he is •describing the physical appearance of a Jew 
presents a comic incongruity not only in relation to the 
Jewess Jessica, but more obviously with the Christians both 
on the stage and in the audience. And among his list of 
physical reflex actions, the line "If you tickle us, do we 
not laugh? 11 is hilarious in the mouth of a man so sober that 
he considers mirth to be "the sound of shallow fopp 1 ry." 
But the biggest exposure of Shylock's blatant 
triviality is wen he crosses over from the physical to the 
behavioral. What he refers to as naffections 1' amount to no 
more in him than an affection for money, and the only 
passion that he has displayed beyond his childish tantrums 
is decidedly one of hatred and revenge--again coupled with 
money. 
Locked in the format of Shylock 1 s feverish remarks 
is his awareness of identity with the Jewish race. It 
reaches the proportions in him of being a persecution com-
plex. He fails repeatedly to distinguish between Antonio's 
contempt for him because of his usurious practices and his 
-
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feeling that all the suffering he undergoes is directed at 
him because he is a Jew. And in this argument, completely 
specious at its best, as he had earlier manipulated his 
religion as a Justification for usury, he now employs his 
racial association as a justification for revenge. Shylock 
is trivial in his avaricious blindness, and he is super-
ficial in ls human ypocrisy. 
The trial scene uncovers further attempts by 
hy 1 ock to offer subterfuge reasons for his desire to "have 
his bond.» To the Duke's appeal to a sense of mercy in 
Shylock, he answers with another indic tion of t.he hypo-
critical twisting of his religion. uAnd by our holy Sab-
bath have I sworn/ To have the due and forfeit of my bond." 
From this he goes on to an insistence that the court sup-
port the laws of Venice. "If you deny it, let the danger 
light/ Upon your charter and your city•s freedomt 11 Shylock 
now has them all ''on the hip. n He ls the master of self• 
assurance as he challenges the court to maintain the sanc-
tity of the law that the whole framer. of the Venetian com-
mercial society is erected on. 
Throughout the centuries of Christian persecution 
of the Jew, t e one historical relief that the Jew could 
turn to for a redress of oppression was the 1 w. Despite 
its predominantly Christian bias, it sometimes came close 
to its ideal of neutrality in aiding the suffering Jew. 
Shylock, in contrast, is turning to the law not for rep-
aration for racial persecution, but as a means to legal 
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murder for a personal affront. And his repetitive ref-
erences to this, 111 stand here for law," r11 crave the law," 
focus on his misusing an ordinarily protective device as 
an instrument of destruction. 
Shylock's circumlocution continues with the explana-
tion that it is a "humour" which causes his irrational be-
havlor--supported by his list of what become comic examples 
of various reactions resulting from abnormal balances of 
the body fluids: 
Some men there are love not a gaping pig; 
Some that are mad if they behold a cat, 
And other, when the bagpipe sings 11 th' nose, 
Cannot contain their urine; for affection, 
Master of passion, sways it to the mood 
Of what it 1 ikes or loathes. 
IV, i, 47-52 
But he soon ends this artifice by returning to a hint of 
his real reason, one that Antonio knows only too well, al-
though it still remains an enigma to those on the stage: 
So 1 can give no reason, nor 1·w111 not, 
More than a lodged hate and a certain loathing 
I bear Antonio, that l follow thus 
A losing suit against him. Are you answered? 
IV, i, 59-62 
Shylock shortly ensues with yet another mask to 
hide his trivial hatred of Antonio. He rationalizes his 
action by pointing to the Christian ownership and treatment 
of slaves as an analogy to his demanding of Antonio's 
flesh: 
You have among you many a purchased slave-) 
1,Vhich 1 ike your asses an your dogs and mules 
You use in abject and slavish parts, 
Because you bought them. Shall 1 say to you, 
'Let them be freet marry them to your heirst 
Why sweat they under burdens? let their beds 
Be made as soft as yours, and let their palates 
Be seasoned with such viands'? You will answer, 
'The slaves are ours.• So do I ans er you. 
The pound of flesh which I demand of him 
Is dearly bought, is mine, and I will ave it. 
IV, i, 90-100 
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Besides being a fairly accurate description of the treat-
ment he had accorded is own servant, Launcelot, it is 
merely another in his series of specious arguments, resem-
bling little more than evasive recrimination. As with the 
other pleas it has nothing whatever to do with the avari-
cious and personal hatred that e bears for Antonio. But 
argument is not what will deliver the mere ant to the knife; 
it is the law, and Shylock knows it: rr1 stand for judg-
ment. Answer; shall I have it?" 
In opposition to mercy, Shylock has resolved to 
have Antonio out of the way. Mercy will not return his 
ducats, and mercy will not enable him to earn more profit. 
He feeds the court rationalizations to keep the emphasis on 
the law--the only means by which he can consummate is per-
nicious designs. 
Thus the humanity of Shylock is formed by his values. 
Far from being noble, they are essentially beggarly. He is 
no motiveless villain as is the Jew in 11 Pecorone; he has 
the human motivation and goal of greed. far outstripping 
the two-dimensional nature oft e stock figures--Jew, 
usurer, miser, and Pantaloon--Shylock 1 s umanity is com-
pounded from the universal of avarice, surrounded by the 





uniquely individual by Shylock's defensive blindness and 
his share in the most human trait of all--rationalization. 
Yet despite all this, Shylock is frequently consi-
dered to be a villain. However, as l see it, villainy is 
a designation much more applicable to the Jew in 11 Pecorone 




SHYLCX::K1 S ALLEGED VILLAINY 
Side by side with the derision and scorn that 
Shylock both evokes and merits from the audience is the 
contempt and evident hatred piled upon him by many char-
acters in the dramatis personae. After the bond has been 
agreed upon, Bassanio has a foreboding thought: n1 like not 
fair terms and a villain's mind." Launcelot can never for-
get that he is a Jew, a "kind of devil." Lorenzo calls him 
a "faithless Jew" as he awaits his elopement with Jessica. 
Sa1erio announces one of his entrances with, 11Let me say 
amen betimes lest the devil cross/ my prayer, for here he 
comes in the 1 ikene ss of a Jew.'' And after reporting the 
predicament of Antonio to Portia and Bassanio in Belmont, 
Salerio gives this description of S ylock: "Never did I 
know/ A creature that did bear the shape of man/ So keen 
and greedy to confound a man," adding later, "It is the 
most impenetrable cur/ That ever kept with men." The 
highest ranking personage in the drama, the Duke of Venice, 
c~lls him "a stony adversary, an inhuman wretch,/ Uncapable 
of pity, void and empty/ From any dram of mercy. 1' But no 
denunciation of Shylock is more scathing than Gratiano•s: 
110 be thou damned, inexecrable dog,/ And for thy life let 
Justice be accused!" 
All the wrath directed at Shylock takes the ex-
pression of the malice and vituperation heaped on the 
Medieval Jew. As with the Jew in the source, the various 
personages of the drama couple his Jewishness with his 
villainy. And Shylock correspondingly appears to be inhu-
man, heartless, and despicable as he seeks his vengeance 
on Antonio. 
When he tells Tubal to meet him at the synagogue 
to continue with the plans for Antonio's death, Shakespeare 
is unleashing the Medieval picture of the Jew as a cannibal, 
a satanic monster that used Christian bodies for his rites. 
If this connotation needed any stronger emphasis, the re are 
deliberate additional references to Shylock as a predator, 
a stock synonym for the usurer that made a figurative prac-
tice of feasting on the bodies of his victims. In Shylock's 
first entrance he blurts out in an aside, "I will feed fat 
the ancient grudge I bear him." After he later decides to 
go to the feast that Bassanio is giving, he tells Jessica, 
"But yet If 11 go in hate to feed upon/ The prodigal Chris-
tian.~ Salerio, after asking Shylock why he wishes to 
collect the pound of flesh, is greeted with this blunt 
reply: "To bait fish withal. If it will feed nothing else, 
it will feed my revenge." But the most lucid acknowledge-
ment of Shylock's predatory motive comes again from the 
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talkative Gratiana: ttFor thy desires/ Are wolvish, bloody, 
starved, and ravenous." 
This is Shylock in his most villainous state, and 
although he is generally a comic butt to both the audience 
and the other characters alike in the early stages on the 
drama, once he decides on his course of action he becomes 
feared and despised to those on stage. Never once does 
anyone in the play think for a moment that S,ylock will 
not go·. through with his announced intention if given the 
opportunity. After Jessica affirms that this has been a 
dream of long standing {conspicuously her only speec in 
Belmont until after Bassanio has departed for Venice), she 
removes the last doubt that Shylock is not determined to 
hold Antonio to the literal wording of the forfeiture: 
And I know, my lord, 
lf law, authority, and power deny not 
It will go hard with poor Antonio. 
III, iii, 284-290 
In the trial scene Bassanio is certainly convinced that 
Shylock is acting with deadly intent. Unable to sway the 
Jew verbally, he offers his own life in the merchant's 
stead. But t e ruthless S ylock is adamant, and he wi 11 
have Antonio 1 s heart. 
The core of the problem concerning Shy~ock's alleged 
villainy is in the trial. He has revealed himself to the 
audience as a trite, avaricious, miserly, and ridiculous 
Jew, stung by the loss of his ducats into a desire for 
vengeance. His literal mind settles upon the literal word-
ing of tHe bond, and it is in that that his expectation of 
victory lies. The course of events in the trial is a mas-
terpiece of calculated unity. Step by step Shylock mounts 
the stairs toward his blQod~ goal, disclaiming the appeal 
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to mercy from the Duke, refusing twice the sum, sharp~ning 
his ominous knife on the sole of his shoe, citing the law he 
knows must be respected, disregarding the famous mercy 
speech that Portia so eloquently makes, declining three 
times the sum, ranting as he sees that Portia is on his 
side ( 110 noble Judge1 0 excellent young man\"), producing 
the scales because the pound of flesh implies measurement 
and refusing to provide for a surgeon because it does not 
entail blood, gleefully leaping forward when the award is 
finally,made, only to pause abruptly at the arresting words 
of Portia, "Tarry a little; there is something else. 11 
Then begins the measured cadence of his startled descent. 
The injunction against the spilling of blood is stipulated 
~nd Shylock, in comic astonishment, asks, "ls that the 
law?n Assured that it is in no uncertain terms, he back• 
tracks to take thrice the sum. Denied that, he steps down 
once more to settle for the original principal; and when 
that ls also disallowed, he retreats further, seeking to 
leave the court. But his insistence on justice has opened 
the flood gates of poetic Justice. He is not dismissed 
from the court until he has given half his wealth to 
Lorenzo and Jessica with the promise that the remainder 
follow upon his death. And the final punishment sounds the 
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death knell to any future plans that he might have for 
earning more interest. He is forced to become a Christian, 
thereby coming under the bans directed against usury. 
While the villainy of Shylock has been real and 
frustrating tot ose on the stage, the audience (as I see 
it), has every reason to look upon it as nothing more than 
a futile threat. As with Pantaloon the knife-wielding and 
ranting Shyiock is not to be taken very seriously at all. 
The audience, it should be pointed out, has a unique advan-
tage over the participants in the trial--it knows that 
Portia is on the stage, not the youthful lawyer that the 
others think, and it is against Portia, not the seemingly 
inept youth that Shylock is pitted. The lady of Belmont 
cannot be ignored. She ls instrumental in determining and 
resolving the dramatic action of the entire play. Her 
participation in the trial scene cannot be isolated from 
her function in the working out of the plot. 
Between the time tat Shylock sent Tubal to ~ave 
Antonio imprisoned and the staging of the trial, the loca-
tion of the drama has been at Belmont. The one exception 
to this is the short scene where the Jew comes to rant over 
his intended victim. Just as the scope of The Merchant of 
Venice has been divided between the two locales of Venice 
and Belmont it has been engendering a natural contrast 
between the trivial Shylock and the more than adequate 
Portia. And after Shylock has decided to perpetrate his 
revenge, several significant events and passages occur at 
Belmont. 
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Most importantly, Bassanio has won the fair Portia 
by selecting the right casket, stressing the willingness to 
hazatd as an attribute of a deeply felt love. Portia, no 
longer the bored and resigned woman who uttered in her first 
line of the play, 11:Sy my troth, Nerissa, my little body is· 
aweary of this great world," has become a dynamic power-
house. With love she comes into her own, tawering over all 
she encounters. She has learned humility, and in str-iklng 
contrast to the miserly Shylock, wishes that sbe might be 
.. 
and possess more that she would be even worthier of Bassanio 
(III, ii, 155•174) .. She is profoundly moved by her us-
band's concern for the plight of Antonio, acquainted with 
the merits of the merchant, and appraised of the evident 
malignancy of Shylock. Portia discloses her unusual sen-
sitivity and great love for Bassanio when she commits im 
to action, urging the payment of at least thirty-six 
thousand ducats to Shyl0ck: 
Before a friend of this description 
Sha 11 lose a ·hair th rough Bassani o• s fault. 
Fi~st go with me to church and call me wife, 
And then away to Venice to your friendt 
For never shall you lie by Portia's side 
With an unquiet soul. 
III, ii., 301-306 
And in the dispatching of her husband and Gratiano 
for Venice, the delegation of Belmont's authority to 
torenzo, and in the sending of her trusted servant, Bal-
thasar, to Padua, she establishes herself as a woman in 
complete control, an attribute she never relinquishes. 
Such is the foe of Shylock, and Shakespeare spares 
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no efforts in helping us to recognize his Portia as a woman 
of almost goddess-like proportions. Lorenzo praises her to 
her face: "Madam, a 1th ough I speak it in your presence,/ 
You have a noble and a true conceit/ Of godlike amity. 11 
But the highest accolade of all comes from the "beautiful 
pagan," Jessica: 
Why, if two gods should play some heavenly match 
An.d on the wager lay two eart ly women, 
And Portia one, there must be something else 
Pawned with the other, for the poor rude world 
Hath not her fellow. 
III, v, 72-?,6 
This is no common compliment. As George Brandes says, 
''wh n one young woman so warmly eulogises another, we may 
safely assume that her merits are unimpeac ab 1 e. !I 1 
As dependent as is this view of Shylock's supposed 
villa!ny on the character of Portia, it is by no means the 
only evidence. Juxtaposed between t e two Belmont scenes of 
triumphant love and the revelation of the confident, poised, 
and assured Port la is Shy 1 ock' s taunting of Antonio, in 
which he iterates his fanatical insistence on having his 
bond. The effect of this serves not only to dwarf the 
trivial and repetitive Shylock and to elevate the worthy and 
noble Portia, but it leads tote significant scene where 
tauncelot teases Lorenzo by treating his orders as literal 
statements. Where the c~mical precipitousness of Shylock in 
the following trial scene rushes him into a literal inter-
pretation of the law and subsequently to a literal 
larandes, p. 163. 
punishment, Lorenzo has th is to say: 
The fool hath planted in his memory· 
An army of good words; and I do know 
A many fools that stand in better place, 
Garnished like him, that for a tricky word 
Defy the matter. 
II I, v, 59-63 
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After labeling such "want-wits" as fools he then proceeds, 
significantly, to ask Jessica for her opinion of Portia. 
In the trial itself S_akespeare as gone beyond the 
relative simplicity·or the source. In ll Pecorone the lady 
of Belmont arrives at Venice, sets herself up as a legal 
consultant, and sunnnarily progresses to rescue Ansaldo 
with the reference to the blood stipulation coming as a 
complete surprise to both the c aracters in the narrative 
and the reader alike. This is suspense built on ignorance. 
In The Merchant of Venice,. however, Shakespeare is using the 
l.!-
far more artistic suspense that emanates from anticipation. 
There is no question that Portia does not know the means to 
be used in trapping the overreacher. The audience knows 
that the defeat of Shylock is inevitable; the one ingredient 
missing (as in all Shakespeare) is t e audience's discovery 
of how it will be accomplished. 
Portia, already characterized as a woman of no mean 
intelligence, receives her legal advice from Doctor 
Bellario, a man of such learned distinction that even the 
Duke is hopeful that he may free Antonio from the knife of 
the Jew, the precise purpose that ~rompted the Duke to send 
for him. That Bellario knows of the conflict between 
Antonio and Shylock is borne out by the letter he sends. 
But more importantly, he and Portia (in the disgui_se of 
Balthasar) have nturried o•er many books together. He is 
furnished with my opinion .. . . II Even in her selection 
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of the assumed name Portia ls signifying to the Bible-con-
scious Elizabethans a wisdom that the characters on stage 
were not to learn u~til the eleventh hour. Balthasar was 
·, 
one of the Magi, and it is ironic that she takes the name 
from her servant who displays no particular sagacity. 
Portia emphasizes that the whole matter had been talked 
over in Padua. The Duke asks of her: 
Are you acquainted with the difference 
That holds this present question in the court? 
Port 1 a. I am informed th roug ly of the cause. 
1V, i , l 69- 1 7 1 
Armed with the know ledge· that she and the resigned 
Antonio cannot possibly lose, Portia relaxes to enjoy the 
humor of her secret identity--a common Shakespearean tech-
nique employed to give an audience the opportunity of having 
fun at the expense of the dramatis personae--and to lead her 
unsuspecting opponent into the very noose that he thinks he 
is placing around the neck of the merchant. Her next line 
is one of the most hilarious in the entire play. With 
Antonio and Shylock {presumably wearing a grotesque nose, 
clothed in a long gown, and carrying a threatening knife) 
standing before the Duke, she asks in comic simplicity: 
"Vlhich is the merchant here? and which the Jew?" While all 
the time seeming as helpless to save Antonio as the ot,hers 
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at the trial~ she and Nerissa continue their fun, turning 
their husb·ands into comic butts to the amusement of the 
aueience. When Bassanio and Gratiano alternate~y offer not 
only their own loves, but those of their wives in an at-
tempt to stay the vengeance of Shylock, Portia retorts 
with: rtyour wife would give you 1i t tle thanks for that/ 
lf she were by to hear you make the offer. 11 And Nerissa 
fol lows suit with: "'Tis wel 1 you offer it behind er 
back;/ The wish would make else an unquiet house." But the 
brunt of the humor resulting from their assumed identities 
is to come in the fifth act. The business at hand ls to 
trap the gloating Jew and to bare his triviality. 
By his adroit manipulation of the source, 
Shakespeare has succeeded admirably in keeping the suspense 
of 11 Pecorone on the stage where Shylock is a villain to 
the Venetians. With his effective use of dramatic irony, 
the playwright has freed the audience from a necessary fear 
for the merchant's life. He has given the audience om-
niscience, and the effect of this sharply mitigates the 
attempted villainy of Shylock. It gives us the freedom to 
watch the exposure of Shylock's mundane motive, to enjoy 
his trite and noisy rantings, and to Judge him for his 
superficial hypocrisy. 
Now ere is the transparent triviality of Shylock so 
blatantly evident as it is during the grand reversal of the 
trial. He comes to the court with a fantastic demand for 
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Justice and an equally insistent claim for the letter of 
the law. Since his exposure depends on his maintenance of 
this plea, Portia is not apt to allow him to forget it. 
Quite to the contrary, as she had planned it with Doctor 
Bellarlo, she continues to reassure him that he cannot lose 
his claim. Her first words to him are: 
Of a strange nature is the suit you follow, 
Yet in such rule that the Venetian law 
Cannot impugn you as you do proceed. 
IV., 1 , 1 7 5- 177 
She then moves on to her famous plea for mercy. Unknown to 
Portia, the Duke has jus·t made the same appeal, and the 
effect on Shylock has been to increase his determination. 
However, there is something set about Portia's speech. In 
contrast to the more natural utterances in the drama, there 
is an unnatural tone in it. Portia certainly had no reason 
to expect that her eloquence would change the Jew1 s mind. 
Salerio had told her in Belmont that 
Twenty merchants, 
The Duke himself, and the magnificoes 
Of greatest port have all persuaded with him, 
But non~ can drive him from the envious plaa 
Of forfeiture, -of justice, and his bond. 
I I I , ii , 279 ... 2 38 
·But Portia's entrance on stage has been prepareq for. She 
is expected to free Antonio, and When she iaunches into 
the command Ing rhetoric cf her oratory, she gives the ap-
pearance of unleashing the power of her attack. Super-
ficially it dashes the hope,s of the court and relieves 
Shylock of any uneasiness that he may have had when Portia 
appeared. Shyloc.k assumes that this is the only 
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ammunition she has at her disposal., a consideration for 
mercy that he can once more quickly dismiss. However, the 
real effect of !this subterfuge has been to disarm Shylock, 
to make herself appear impotent. And lest even the heart-
less Shylock should· be moved to pity, Portia significantly 
ends the passage by assuring the Jew once again that he 
cannot 1 ose: 
I have spoke thus much 
To mitigate the justice of thy plea, 
Which if thou follow 1 this strict court of Venice 
Must needs give sentence •gainst the merchant there. 
IV, i, 200-203 
And until the dramatic reversal, Portia does nothing else 
but lead Shylock on. When Bassanio seeks to have the laws 
of Venice altered, she answers: 
It must not be. There is no power in Venice 
Can alter a decree established. 
•Twill be recorded for a precedent, 
And many an error .by the same example 
Will rush into the state. lt cannot be. 
• IV; i, 216-220 
And after looking at the bond, and after Shylock refuses 
thrice the sum, she exclaims: 
Why, this bond is forfeit; 
And lawfully by this the Jew may claim 
A pound of flesh, to be by him cut off 
Nearest the merchant's heart. ) 
lV, i, 228-231 
But Portia cannot afford to appear too helpless and she 
refers once again to the futile plea for mercy. nae mer-
ciful,/ Take thrice thy money; bid me tear the bond. 0 She 
soon returns, however, to her constant egging on of the 
gloating Jew. 
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It is at this point in the drama that Portia un-
covers the artillery of her legal pyrotechnics. She skill-
fully gets Shylock to admit that the scales are necessary 
and that the surgeon is not. And when she pronounces the 
sentence of the court: 11A pound of that same mere ant's 
flesh' is thine./ The court awards it, and the law doth give 
it,n she even has the ecstatic Shylock believing that ~be 
is on his side: "Most rightful juaget u "Most learned 
judget A sentencel Come, prepare_.n Shylock has swallowed 
the bait, and there is no escape. 
Shylock had resorted to the law for legal permission 
to murder Antonio. It involves no hazard on his part. 
Portia, for all that she ls accompli.shing, is merely re• 
inserting the risk: 
But in the cutting it if thou dost shed 
One drop of Christian blood, thy lands and goods 
Are by the laws of Venice confiscate 
Un to the s ta t-e of Ven ice. 
IV , i , 3 0 7- 3 i 0 
While Shylock had been willing to pass up ten times the sum 
of the bond to clear the way for making much more than 
that, he ri.ow stands t0 1 ose his be 1 oved r•goods. t1 Where a 
villain intent on bloody retaliation would have gone on to 
kill his mortal enemy, the triviality of Shylock is man~ 
ifested in h 1 s unwillingness to risk his mundane weal th. 
Always displaying a keen interest in profit, Shylock asks 
for the offered nine thousand ducats~ However, Portia is 
not finished with him. Her facility in the expesltion of 
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the Venetian law indicates that th is has been a planned at-
I 
tack on the over re~che r. He is not even allowed the prin-
Ci pa 1 • At this stage in the 11 Pecorone tale, the Jew 
leaves the court. Shakespeare, however, detains Shylock for 
a sJ:gnificant reas,m. He wanted to emphasize the essential 
triviality of the Jew. 
When Shylock is informed that his life is pardoned 
although he has lost is wealt to the state and to Antonio, 
he lays bare how important his m~ney is to him: 
Nay, take my life and alll Pardon not that\ 
You take my house when you do take the prop 
That doth sustain my house. You take my life 
When you do take· the means whereby I live. 
IV, 1,. 372-375 
But in return for Antonio's generous bequest that Shylock 
shoulL keep half of his wealth, the Jew is only too happy 
to continue living and to agree to give up the religion 
that only served him as a rationalization for avarice. The 
poetic Justice is completed by stripping Shylock of the op-
portunity of returning to usury. This is what Antonio had 
held against him, and it is only fitting that it should be 
Antonio who suggests it. And the laughter that Shylock's 
exit speech evokes--
I pray you give me leave to go from hence. 
Jam not well1 Send the deed after me, 
And 1 w i 11 s i gn i t. 
IV, i, 392 ... 394 
is not concerned with comic relief at all (that had to come 
earlier). We are laughing at the trivial Jew's perception 
that his whole life has been drastically altered. His 
shallow greed has ended in frustration, and his essential 
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pettiness has been exposed. It is a fitting ending forte 
ludicrous and petty Shylock. His actions in the drama have 
been entirely consistent with the conventions that gave him 
his form and the values that give him his individuality. 
While his human values are trivial he is, above all, 
uniquely Shylock whose equal will probably never spring 
from the creative tal~nt of another dramatist. 
CONCLUSIOJ 
The Merchant of Venice represents William 
Shakespeare's artistic 1nd mag.ical blending of source ma-
terial with his .knowledge of the ·literary and d_ramatic 
conventions of his day.- He created a romantic comedy from 
a melodramatic story, and he interwove ~is drama with some 
of.the most unforgettable characters in literature. Despite 
the conunanding presence of Shylock, he is ~ot the entire 
p1ay. The basic conflict between the Jew and Antonio is 
only part of a wider concern in The Merchant of Venice with 
two contrasting attitudes toward wea'lth, and wit two dras-
tically opposing ways of life. The comparisons between 
them are inevitable. 
The penurious love of money that so effectively 
characterizes Shylock is surpassed by the generosity of 
Antonio, ·Portia, Bassanio, a.nd Jessica; the tedious exis-
tence of the Rialto and Shylock's house is dwarfed by the 
love and music that. envelop s P-orti_a 1 s home; and the 
avaricious envy of Shylock is transcended by the healthy 
give and take of the characters in Belmont. 
1 have attempted to demonstrate that Shylock is a 
blatantly trivial figure in the stock roles that aided in 
the creation of his character, but most importantly I have 
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tried to show that an exposition of his proceedings in the 
trial scene and a knowledge of his individuality throughout 
the drama serve only to enforce and emphasize his mundane 
and trivial values. /shylock is a Jew in Shakespeare's 
drama only because he maintains the racial and religious 
associations of his predecessor int e source. Yet the 
playwright is no anti-Semite. He has given us the beautiful 
and warmly uman Jessica, whose very acceptance by us forces 
us into the admission that what we dislike about Shylock ls 
not his Jewishness; it is his avaricious and ignoble greed. 
Never for one moment is Shylock a tragic or sym-
pathetic character. He loses a daughter that he does not 
care for beyond the wealth that she has taken and squan-
dered. Part of Shylock's poetic punishment forces im 'to 
renounce a religion that served him only as a convenient 
tool for blind rationalization and as a scapegoat for the 
deserved censure ppured upon him by the people of Venice. 
More importantly he loses his license to engage in the 
practice of usury, and it was his active participation in 
this Elizabethan vice t at brought him to the court demand-
ing the death of Antonio. His futile and trivial attempt 
to eliminate the harder between hiin ~"'ld a greater amassing 
of wealth leads Shylock to a richly deserved ncomeuppance." 
Despite his unworthy goal, Shylock is no villain. Villains 
~re measured by and punished for the evil actions they per-
petrate on the innocent, not for their petty intentions. 
Shylock simply lacks the dimensions to be sympathetic, 
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tragic, or villainous. 
The most often cited lesson to be learned from The 
Merchant of Venice is the beauty that comes from tempering 
Justice with mercy. With peace and truth they were the 
allegorical daughters of God and appeared in Medieval 
moralities. However, Justice in The Merchant of Venice is 
inconsequential. As a symptom of expedient regulations it 
often loses its basic contact with humanity, and as such 
its very indifference can allow the innocent Antonio to go 
to a legal death. Mercy is even less significa~t in the 
unraveling of the plot. The famous appeal that Portia 
makes to the conscience of the Jew is merely a clever ruse 
to trap the precipitous Shylock. Certainly there is neither 
Justice nor mercy emanating from Portia whens e allows 
Antoni~ and the others at the trial to suffer under the 
~hreat of impending doom while she busies herself in ex-
posing the overreacher. Similarly there is a conspicuous 
absence of both qualities in the final sc~ne of the drama 
where Bassanio and Gratiano are made the butts of their 
teasing wives. 
Nevertheless, there is nothing anti-climactic about 
the fifth act. It is an admirable demonstration of 
Shakespeare's commentary on far greater values in life than 
were ever displayed by the trivial Shylock. The Jew's 
concern with a contractual relationship between human be-
ings is burlesqued by the coquettish Portia and Nerissa in 
the hilarious ring incident. The separated lovers have 
been reunited although they have been only a disguise away. 
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Antonio hears of the safe return of his argosies, and 
Lorenzo and Jessica are appraised of the unexpected gift. 
But most importantly there are marriages to be consummated, 
and it is on a light-hearted note of sexual humor that~ 
Merchant of Venice ends, 
The final word on the character of Shylock will in 
all probability never be written. Different critics will 
continue as they have in the past to impart their own per-
sonalities and the tenor of their times 0nto the pages of 
their criticisms. l can claim no exemption from this des-
pite an honest effort to be objective. We can all attempt 
to be definitive, but in all honesty we cannot afford to be 
dogmatic. What remains and what is immortal is the inim-
itable and unforgettable Shylock of William Shakespeare. 
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